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Opening
1. INTRODUCTION
The words in the title of this dissertation each carry their own long 
traditions of scholarly research. The “written word” situates the 
following study in manuscript culture before the advent of the printing 
press, while the inclusion of “women” signals the discussion of gender 
roles in relation to the manuscript as object. In turn, “textual culture” 
points to the literary participation of women, as “court and convent” 
designates the primary socio-economic settings of their contribution.1 
Finally, the well-known phrase “Twelfth-Century Renaissance” denotes 
the significant period of expansion in thought and artistic development 
at this time in Western European history.2 Placed together, they create 
an interdisciplinary focus which brings into account the role of women 
in connection to the written culture of an important historical period. 
 This study aims to identify women’s engagement in the manuscript 
tradition of the “Twelfth-Century Renaissance” (c. 1050–c. 1225), specifically 
to uncover the priorities or preferences of a female reader. Historically 
considered to be a period dominated by men, where the majority of books 
are attributed to a male monastic environment, this study argues that 
women, especially from a court or convent milieu, played an active role 
in the production of manuscripts throughout Western Europe during the 
“Twelfth-Century Renaissance,” as scribe, patron, and reader. To support 
this argument, I will examine a range of manuscripts that were copied by 
female scribes, commissioned by female patrons, or designed for the use 
of female readers. Therefore, the scope and limitations of this research are 
delineated by twelfth-century women’s social setting, literary culture, and 
textual participation, thus positioning it at a crossroad of Women’s Studies, 
Medieval History, and Manuscript Studies.
 The appendix to this dissertation brings together the extant 
books belonging to and used by women during the Twelfth-
Century Renaissance.3 The large number of manuscripts included 
1 Carolyn Dinshaw and David Wallace, eds. Medieval Women Writing (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003). Joe Bray and Ruth Evans, “Introduction: What is 
Textual Culture?” Textual Cultures: Texts, Contexts, Interpretation 2, no. 2 (2007): 1–8. For 
an overview of social-economic context, see Henrietta Leyser, Medieval Women, A Social 
History of Women in England 450–1500 (London: Phoenix Press, 1995), 93–168.
2 Term popularized by Charles Homer Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth Century 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1957).
3 Although I have endeavored to include all known manuscripts used by women during 
the twelfth century, it is possible that some have been overlooked.
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in this appendix, over 150, demonstrate the breadth and depth of 
women’s contribution to book production during the twelfth century. 
Additionally, a database has been created to chart the physical features 
of extant manuscripts belonging to women in the twelfth century, 
offering various opportunities for future quantitative research. The 
database provides an added aspect of Digital Humanities to this study, 
utilizing modern tools to better understand medieval book production. 
 A focused investigation into the known manuscripts used and 
produced by women in religious and noble houses in Western Europe 
during the twelfth century advances an avenue of research that is not 
yet fully explored.4 Before the advent of mechanical printing, the 
hand-written codex was the primary vehicle for the transmission of 
knowledge. Of course, paintings, music, architecture, and sculpture 
also served as means of commemorating culture, but it was ink and 
parchment that created a network of intellectual exchange which 
supported the dissemination of new ideas in the twelfth century.5 
Scholarship on the “material culture of women’s lives,” especially for 
the High Middle Ages, has primarily taken the form of individual 
case studies, highlighting specific women or a single female monastic 
house.6 Thus, for the twelfth century, the literary production of the 
4 Julie Hotchin, “Women’s Reading and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century Germany: 
The Library of the Nuns of Lippoldsberg,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture, Reform and 
Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 156, 
n. 54; Regarding the convent library of Lippoldsberg Abbey during the twelfth century, 
Hotchin writes, “The manuscripts require more detailed paleographic and codicological 
examination.” Also, Rodney M. Thomson, “The Place of Germany in the Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance: Books, Scriptoria and Libraries,” in Turning Over a New Leaf: Change and 
Development in the Medieval Manuscript, eds. Erik Kwakkel, Rosamond McKitterick, and 
Rodney M. Thomson (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2012), 134; Thomson comments 
“the contents and paleography of Zwiefalten books have yet to be studied and Matilda’s 
hand identified.” However, a recently published study by Alison I. Beach on Zwiefalten 
identifies manuscripts copied by Matilda. See Beach, “Mathild de Niphin and the Female 
Scribes of Twelfth-Century Zwiefalten,” in Nuns’ Literacies: The Hull Dialogue, eds. V. 
Blanton, V. O’Mara, P. Stoop (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013). Of the extensive research on 
the unique participation from women in Germanic regions during the twelfth century, 
see Susann El-Kholi, Lektüre in Frauenkonventen des ostfrankish-deutschen Reiches vom 8. 
Jahrhundert bis zur Mitte des 13. Jahrhunderts (Wurzburg: Konigshausen & Neumann, 
1997). Also Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, St. Pancras in Hamersleben 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2004).
5 Therese Martin, ed. Reassessing the Roles of Women as “Makers” of Medieval Art and 
Architecture (Leiden: Brill, 2012). Both sculpture and art from the twelfth century include 
representations of women reading. See Laura Cleaver, “Grammar and Her Children: 
Learning to Read in the Art of the Twelfth Century,” Marginalia 9 (2009): http://www.
marginalia.co.uk/journal/09education/cleaver.php (accessed 11 November 2017).
6 Caroline Walker Bynum, “Foreword,” in Crown and Veil, Female Monasticism from the Fifth 
to the Fifteenth Centuries, eds. Jeffery F. Hamburger and Susan Marti, trans., Dietlinde 
Hamburger (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), xv. Select scholarship on 
individual women involved in literary culture in the twelfth century, see Samuel Fanous 
German abbess Hildegard of Bingen, the scribal activity at the English 
Abbey of Barking, or the patronage of Queen Eleanor of Aquitaine 
are well researched.7 However, the large majority of studies regarding 
ownership of books by medieval women primarily concentrates on the 
Late Middle Ages, a period between the fourteenth and the sixteenth 
centuries, where more evidence has survived to support arguments for 
women’s participation in literary culture.8 This dissertation attempts to 
fill some of these gaps by presenting a comprehensive examination of 
female book production and ownership in Western Europe over the 
course of the “long twelfth century” (c. 1050–1225).9 Each chapter of 
this dissertation will show noblewomen’s and nuns’ contribution to 
manuscript production, through discussing their opportunities for 
education and literacy (chapter one), highlighting examples of books by 
genre made for women (chapters two and three) and made by women 
and Henrietta Leyser, eds. Christina of Markyate: A Twelfth-Century Holy Woman (London: 
Routledge, 2005). Fiona J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights: Reform and Renaissance for 
Women in the Twelfth Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), and 
Monica Green, The Trotula: A Medieval Compendium of Women’s Medicine (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001). For work on individual convents and their 
medieval booklists in Germany, see Rodney M. Thompson, “The Place of Germany,” 
127–140. Also, Hotchin, “Women’s Reading and Monastic Reform,” 139–90. 
7 Among the extensive literature on Hildegard of Bingen, see Barbara Newman, Voice 
of the Living Light; Hildegard of Bingen and Her World (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1998); Peter Dronke and Charles Burnett, eds. Hildegard of Bingen: The Context 
of her Thought and Art (London: Warburg Institute, 1998); Hildegard of Bingen, Liber 
Divinorum Operum, eds. Albert Derolez and Peter Dronke (Turnhout: Brepols, 1991). For 
the nun-scribes of Barking Abbey, see Jennifer N. Brown and Donna Alfano Bussell, eds. 
Barking Abbey and Medieval Literary Culture; Authorship and Authority in a Female Community 
(York: Medieval Press, 2012). Also, Mary Carpenter Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski, 
eds. Gendering the Master Narrative: Women and Power in the Middle Ages (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2003). For the role of queens and literary patronage, such as Eleanor of 
Aquitaine, see Rita LeJune, “Role litteraire d’Alienor d’Aquitaine et de sa famille,” Cultura 
Neolatina 14 (1954): 5–57. June Hall McCash, ed., The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women 
(Athens: The University of Georgia Press, 1996). And Margaret Schaus and Susan Mosher 
Stuard, “Citizens of No Mean City: Medieval Women’s History,” Choice 30 (1992): 588. 
8 On female book ownership and reading in the Late Middle Ages, see Anne Hutchinson, 
“Devotional Reading in the Monastery and the late Medieval Household,” in De Cella 
in Seculum: Religious and Secular Life and Devotion in Late Medieval England, ed. Michael 
G. Sargent (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 215–228. Mary C. Erler, 
Women, Reading and Piety in Late Medieval England (Cambridge; Cambridge University 
Press, 2002). Dennis H. Green, Women Readers in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2007). Also, Monica Green, “Books as a Source of Medical Education for 
Women in the Middle Ages,” DYNAMIS 20 (2000): 331–369. Some studies cover a period 
from 600–1530 or from Antiquity to the eighteenth century; for example, see Alison 
Moore and Elizabeth L’Estrange, Representing Medieval Genders and Sexuality in Medieval 
Europe: Construction, Transformation, and Subversion 600–1530 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2012).
9 Thomas F. X. Noble and John Van Engen, eds. European Transformations, The Long 
Twelfth Century (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012). This dissertation 
primarily focuses on France, England, and the Holy Roman Empire during the High 
Middle Ages.
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(chapter four), and including an analysis of the material evidence from 
women’s extant manuscripts (chapter five), thus building a clearer 
understanding of the relationship between women and written culture 
during the “Twelfth-Century Renaissance.”
 By narrowing the focus through the lens of the so-called ‘long’ twelfth 
century, a period that shows significant production of manuscripts 
across cultural milieu, this research gives an assessment of women’s 
contribution to book production as readers, patrons, and scribes, set 
against the intellectual and cultural backdrop of Western Europe 
between 1050–1225. Owning books in the Middle Ages, indeed even 
reading books, was a gendered experience. For women, this could 
include an accepted form of literary patronage, the proper book to be 
read by a woman, or a perceived normative way a book should be made 
for a woman.10 However, as we shall see, women worked within and 
stepped outside the boundaries of “normative,” actively contributing to 
the book production of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance as patrons of 
poets and romance authors, commissioning manuscripts in vernacular 
languages and new genres, even making their own books to fill their 
libraries and address their reading needs. 
 The fluid, liminal space in which women participated in medieval 
textual culture remains a recurring feature throughout the study as 
a whole.11 Women, especially at the aristocratic levels, experienced 
first-hand the many boundaries of medieval society and often crossed 
thresholds between social class, geographical location, language, levels 
of literacy, as well as physical space, thus creating a large and complex 
network of literary heritage. The benefits of noble privilege allowed 
for women of high socio-economic status to move between court and 
convent, consequently shaping their education and literacy.12 Women’s 
reading interest in both Latin and vernacular books also reflect a 
crossing of thresholds, as does the overlap between context and genre. 
As such, this thesis explores the range of books produced and used by 
10 Carole M. Meale and Julia Boffey, “Gentlewomen Readers,” in The Cambridge History 
of the Book in Britain, 1400–1557, vol. 3., eds. L. Hellinga and J. B. Trapp (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998), 526.
11 Barbara Newman, “Liminalities: Literate Women in the Long Twelfth Century,” in 
European Transformations, The Long Twelfth Century, eds. Thomas F. X. Noble and John 
Van Engen (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012), 354–402.
12 Aristocratic women in the twelfth century occupied a liminal, yet privileged space. See 
Amy Livingstone, “Powerful Allies and Dangerous Adversaries: Noblewomen in Medieval 
Society,” in Women in Medieval Western European Culture, ed. Linda E. Mitchell (New York: 
Routledge, 2011), 7–31, at 7. Also, Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “Art, Enclosure, and the Cura 
Monialium: Prolegomena in the Guise of a Postscript,” Gesta 31, no. 2 (1992): 108–134. I 
do not discuss the literary abilities of peasant or townswomen. 
women in the twelfth century. Not only does it investigate and consider 
the active role that women played in the production of manuscripts, it 
also seeks to uncover greater details in terms of this process. Through 
the study of surviving manuscripts, as well as indications of books used 
but now lost, can we identify preferences and priorities of the twelfth-
century female reader?
2. LITERATURE REVIEW
Well into the nineteenth century, (male) medievalists “systematically 
doubted the authenticity of female authors,” such as Hrotsvit 
(Hrotsvitha) of Gandersheim, Hildegard of Bingen, or Marie de 
France, largely ignoring the literary culture of medieval women.13 
Lina Eckenstein introduced scholarship on women living in religious 
communities in her work, Women under Monasticism, in 1896.14 However, 
it could be argued that it was Eileen Power who in 1922 opened the door 
to research on the roles of women in medieval history.15 In her work, 
Medieval Women, Power portrayed a fairly positive, albeit limited, image 
of medieval women participating along with men according to their 
social class. Yet, even Power believed there was no trace of a woman 
producing a manuscript in medieval English nunneries from the eighth 
until the thirteenth century, although she rightfully remarks “it is never 
safe to argue from silence.”16 In 1930, Meta Harrsen’s investigation of 
13 Judith M. Bennett and Ruth Mazo Karras, “Women, Gender and Medieval Historians,” 
in The Oxford Handbook of Women and Gender, eds. Judith M. Bennett and Ruth Mazo Karras 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 3–4. See also Barbara Newman, “Authority, 
Authenticity, and the Repression of Heloise,” From Virile Woman to WomanChrist: Studies 
on Medieval Religion and Literature (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 
46–75. Fiona J. Griffiths points to the same situation in 1910 of doubted authorship by 
scholars regarding Herrad of Hohenburg and the Hortus deliciarium; see Griffiths, The 
Garden of Delights, 17. 
14 Lina Eckenstein, Women under Monasticism: Chapters on Saint-Lore and Convent Life Between 
A.D. 500 and A.D. 1500. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1896).
15 Eileen Power, Medieval Women, ed. M. M. Postan (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1975); Power, Medieval English Nunneries, 1275–1535 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1922); Power, “The Position of Women in the Middle Ages,” in The 
Legacy of the Middle Ages, eds. C. G. Crump and E. F. Jacobs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1926), 401–35. See also, Marjorie M. Chibnall, “Eileen Edna Le Poer Power (1889–1940),” 
in Women Medievalists and the Academy, ed. Jane Chance (Madison: University of Wisconsin 
Press, 2005), 311–339. And Edith Ennen, The Medieval Woman, trans. Edmund Jephcott 
(Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989) trans. of Frauen im Mittelalter (Münich: C. H. Beck’sche 
Buchverhandlung, 1984).
16 Power, Medieval English Nunneries, 237–238. See also, Ulrike Wiethaus, “The German 
Historian Elisabeth Busse-Wilson (1890–1974), Academic Feminism and Medieval 
Hagiography, 1914–1931,” in Women Medievalists and the Academy, ed. Jane Chance 
(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 353–366.
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the Gospels of Judith of Flanders shed light on the unique situation 
of female lay patronage of lavish liturgical books in the late eleventh 
century.17 Yet, through the following decades the position of medieval 
women that Power described was hardly challenged by scholars until 
the late 1970s, when Joan Kelly posed the question: Did women have a 
Renaissance?18 
 Kelly’s influential work pointed to the pitfalls of historical research 
that fails to recognize the everyday practice of women’s participation 
in history as being different from men’s. While Joan Kelly’s evocative 
article emphasized the need for further research on the lives of women 
in all historical periods, a focus on how women contributed to the 
development of literary culture during the Middle Ages remained a 
vague interest to scholars.19 Georges Duby spent much of his career 
working to uncover the experiences of medieval people, including 
his significant three-volume work on Women of the Twelfth Century.20 
However, Duby focused more on the characteristics of “courtly love,” 
the foundations of a genre new to the twelfth century, only giving a 
small glimpse of the whole of women’s participation in textual culture.21 
 The literary contribution of women in the Middle Ages was brought 
to the forefront in 1984 by Peter Dronke in his work, Women Writers 
of the Middle Ages: A Critical Study from Perpetua to Marguerite Porete.22 
A decade later, David Bell’s What Nuns Read: Books and Libraries in 
17 Meta Harrsen, “The Countess Judith of Flanders and the Library of Weingarten 
Abbey,” Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America 24 (1930): 1–13. 
18 Joan Kelly, “Did Women Have a Renaissance?” in Women, History, and Theory, the Essays 
of Joan Kelly, ed. Joan Kelly (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984), 19–50 
[reprinted (writing as Joan Kelly-Gadol) from Becoming Visible: Women in European History, 
eds. R. Bridenthal and C. Koonz (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1977), 137– 64]. Also, Gerda 
Lerner, “Placing Women in History: Definitions and Challenges,” Feminist Studies 3, no. 
1/2 (1975): 5–14.
19 David Herlihy acknowledged Kelly’s concern in 1985. See David Herlihy, “Did Women 
Have a Renaissance? A Reconsideration,” Medievalia et Humanistica 13 (1985): 1–22. 
Almost twenty years after Kelly’s article, R. N. Swanson produced the important work 
on the twelfth century where he states, “If there was a renaissance for women in the 
twelfth century, it is invisible”; Swanson, “A Renaissance for Women?’ The Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1999), 188–206, at 202.
20 Georges Duby, Women of the Twelfth Century. Volume one: Eleanor of Aquitaine and Six 
Others (Oxford: Polity Press, 1997), first published in French as Vol. I, Dames du XIIe siécle: 
Heloise, Alienor, Iseut et quelques autres (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1995). Vol. II, Le souvenir 
des aieules (Paris: Editions Gallimard, 1996). Vol. III, Eve et les pretres (Paris: Editions 
Gallimard, 1996).
21 Theodore Evergates, “Coda. The Feudal Imaginary of Georges Duby,” Journal of 
Medieval and Early Modern Studies 27, no. 3 (1997): 641–660. 
22 Peter Dronke, Women Writers in the Middle Ages: A Critical Study from Perpetua to Marguerite 
Porete (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984). 
Medieval English Nunneries shed light on the large quantity of books 
held in convent library collections.23 Further scholarship on the textual 
production of medieval women was given careful attention in works 
such as Joan M. Ferrante’s investigation into the role of medieval 
women “composing” various works, which uncovered more than 1200 
letters of correspondence. Added to this is Marcelle Thiebaux’ study on 
The Writings of Medieval Women, Carole M. Meale’s anthology Women and 
Literature in Britain, 1150-1500, and Patricia Stirnemann’s ‘Women and 
Books in France: 1150–1220’, each with a similar focus on identifying 
women’s engagement with medieval literary culture.24 
 In 2007 Fiona Griffiths addressed the historical experience of nuns in 
the twelfth-century Alsace region, with a specific focus on their literary 
production in her book, The Garden of Delights: Reform and Renaissance 
for Women in the Twelfth Century.25 In this work, Griffiths reveals the 
vast intellectual and literate culture being cultivated amongst women 
religious throughout areas in Germanic territories during this period, 
and specifically the contribution of Abbess Herrad of Hohenburg. 
Further, Rodney M. Thomson, Jeffery F. Hamburger, and Constant 
J. Mews each investigate specific instances in medieval England and 
Germany of textual participation where women in both court and 
convent were active agents in manuscript production during the “long 
twelfth century.”26 For example, Thomson has discussed aspects of the St 
Albans Psalter and its complicated association to Christina of Markyate. 
Whereas the research of Mews has argued for the recognition of 
23 David Bell, What Nuns Read: Books and Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1995).
24 Joan M. Ferrante, To the Glory of Her Sex, Women’s Roles in the Composition of Medieval 
Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997). Marcelle Thièbaux, The Writings of 
Medieval Women: An Anthology, 2nd ed., trans. and intro. Marcelle Thièbaux (New York: 
Garland Publishing, Inc., 1994). Carol M. Meale, ed., Women and Literature in Britain, 
1150–1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). Patricia Stirnemann, 
“Women and Books in France: 1150–1220,” in Bonnie Wheeler, ed., Representations of the 
Feminine in the Middle Ages (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 1993), 247–252.
25 Fiona J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights: Reform and Renaissance for Women in the Twelfth 
Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007).
26 Rodney M. Thomson, England and the 12th Century Renaissance (Aldershot: 
Ashgate, 1983); Thomson, Manuscripts from St Albans Abbey, 1066–1235, 1: Text, 2: Plates 
(Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 1982). Jeffery F. Hamburger, “Women and the Written 
Word in Medieval Switzerland/Frauen und Schriftlichkeit in der Schweiz im Mittelalter,” 
in Bibliotheken Bauen: Tradition und Vision/Building for Books: Traditions and Visions, eds. 
Susanne Bieri and Walther Fuchs (Bern: Swiss National Library, 2001), 71–164. Constant 
J. Mews, La Voix d’Heloise: Un Dialougue de Deux Amants (Fribourg, Switzerland: Academic 
Press, 2005). Lesley Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor, eds. Women, the Book, and the Godly: 
Selected Proceedings of the St Hilda’s Conference, 1993, vol. 2 (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 
1995).
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women’s education that goes beyond a rote ability to recite the Psalms, 
pointing to the intellectual level of Heloise in France, or the scribal 
skill of Matilda at Zwiefalten, to name a few. These scholarly works 
have revealed the range of ways women contributed to textual culture 
through acts of patronage, commission, copying, or collection of books.
 Adding to the discussion, Monica Green evaluates women’s 
contribution and use of medieval manuscripts regarding medical 
practices, specifically the enigmatic work attributed to a twelfth-century 
woman known as Trotula.27 Felice Lifshitz, Elisabeth van Houts, and 
Kimberly LoPrete have further directed scholarly attention toward 
shaping a new perspective on the book culture of less well-known early 
medieval noblewomen.28 Taking a different line of research, focus has 
been given to geographical regions and the assessment of women’s book 
production by scholars such as June Hall McCash, Julie Hotchin, and 
Alison I. Beach. It is Beach’s study on manuscripts made by nuns in 
twelfth-century Bavaria which inspired this dissertation.29 Thus, over 
thirty years of scholarship has illustrated the many ways women in the 
Middle Ages were involved in textual activities, specifically as readers, 
patrons, and scribes of manuscripts. 
 So, can we answer Joan Kelly’s question as it pertains to women in 
the twelfth century: Did women have a Renaissance? As the following 
chapters will show, women in court and convent settings during the 
twelfth century did indeed share in the revitalization of written culture 
emerging from the period, actively participating in new reading practices. 
The books women read, copied, and commissioned demonstrate their 
interest in new genres, works written in a vernacular language, as well 
as the use of various reading aids which facilitated an access to text in 
a selective manner. Together representing a “renaissance” for women 
27 Monica H. Green, The Trotula: A Medieval Compendium of Women’s Medicine, and ed. 
trans. Monica H. Green (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2002). 
28 Felice Lifshitz, Religious Women in Early Carolingian Francia: A Study of Manuscript 
Transmission and Monastic Culture (New York: Fordham University Press, 2014). Elisabeth 
van Houts, Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe 900–1200 (London: Macmillan Press, 
1999). Kimberly A. LoPrete, Adela of Blois: Countess and Lord (c. 1067–1137) (Dublin: Four 
Courts Press, 2007); LoPrete, “The Anglo-Norman Card of Adela of Blois,” Albion: A 
Quarterly Journal Concerned with British Studies 22, no. 4 (1990): 569–589.
29 June Hall McCash, ed. The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women (Athens: University 
of Georgia Press, 1996). Lesley Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor, eds. Women and the Book: 
Assessing the Visual Evidence (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1996). Julie Hotchin, 
“Female religious life and the cura monialium in Hirsau Monasticism, c. 1080–1150” in 
Listen Daughter, The Speculum Virginum and the Formation of Religious Women in the Middle 
Ages, ed. Constant J. Mews (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 68–97. Alison I. Beach, Women 
as Scribes: Book Production and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century Bavaria (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004).
in regard to textual production.30 As Kelly made poignantly clear over 
forty years ago, including women’s experience in historical analysis 
as significant, yet separate from that of men’s, can bring about new 
understandings. This is especially true when applied to an analysis of 
women’s engagement with the production of medieval manuscripts, 
which can reveal their intellectual exchange, textual preferences, and 
the multi-faceted role of women’s participation in written culture.31
3. METHODOLOGY
Taking up Kelly’s challenge, this research follows an interdisciplinary 
approach, combining the academic fields of Women’s Studies, Medieval 
History, and Codicology of the Book to bring a fuller understanding 
of women’s role in the developments of written culture during the 
“Twelfth-Century Renaissance.”32 Addressing the whole of women’s 
engagement in the textual culture of this period would require levels 
of investigation beyond the parameters of this study. Here, I have 
concentrated on two socio-economic classes of medieval women with the 
most access to education, and therefore an interest in written culture as 
patrons, scribes, and readers of books: noblewomen and nuns. It should 
be discussed here my understanding and usage of the terms convent, 
court, noblewoman, and nun. These words can create confusion since 
firm categorization is untenable. To simplify discussion, I use the term 
“nun” as a broad designation for women living a monastic life connected 
to a religious order.33 Under this definition, I include women religious 
such as nun, canoness, anchorite, and recluse.34 I use the word “convent” 
to denote the physical space women inhabited, such as abbey, priory, 
30 See Jane Stevenson, Women Latin Poets: Language, Gender, and Authority from Antiquity to 
the Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 108–113. 
31 Susan Lee Johnson, “Nail This to Your Door: A Disputation on the Power, Efficacy, and 
Indulgent Delusion of Western Scholarship that Neglects the Challenge of Gender and 
Women’s History,” Pacific Historical Review 79 (2010): 605–617. See also Nigel F. Palmer, 
“Introduction,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture: Reform and Renewal in Twelfth-Century 
Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 1–18.
32 I have centered my argument, and thus my examples, based on Kelly’s statement 
that women’s contribution to the cultural development of a historical period should 
be discussed as a separate experience from that of men. To this end, throughout this 
study I have chosen to present women’s participation in the “making” of manuscripts, 
from patron to scribe, without much direct reference or comparison to men’s work as a 
foil. However, I acknowledge the importance of future research utilizing a comparative 
argument.
33 For a discussion of female monastic communities, see J. E. Burton and K. Stöber, eds. 
Women in the Medieval Monastic World (Turnhout: Brepols, 2015).
34 I do not include Beguines in this study. For more information on this order, see Carol 
Neel, “The Origins of the Beguines,” in Sisters and Workers in the Middle Ages, eds. Judith 
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cloister, or religious community. I also use the term “noblewomen” as 
encompassing queen, princess, countess, and lady; those women who 
lived a life within a royal or noble court. Although these definitions can 
obscure the lived experience of women in various social and economic 
classes during the twelfth century, they are sufficient terminology for 
this study, which focuses on the books women in these contexts used. As 
the following chapters will show, women within both court and convent 
during the twelfth century demonstrate an engagement in the basic 
tenets of a textual “renaissance”: support of new genres, influence in 
the shift from books written in Latin to a vernacular language, and a 
familiarity with using reading aids.35 
 To help organize the codicological clues that point to reading habits, 
preferences, choices, needs, and wants of the female reader, a database 
has been created to chart the physical features of manuscripts belonging 
to women in court and convent contexts. The database makes it possible 
to search for similarities and differences in the women’s manuscripts, 
expanding our knowledge of the scribal skills, literary genres, and 
support of textual culture demonstrated by women during this 
period. Each extant manuscript in the corpus has been given the same 
descriptive fields of physical analysis, and data has been entered where 
available. Much of the codicological information has been collected from 
library catalogs and other secondary sources, such as online repositories 
with digital facsimiles of manuscripts. Adding to this, I have examined 
in situ a number of manuscripts used by women originating from the 
twelfth-century convents of Admont, Lamspringe, and Schäftlarn. The 
database is particularly relevant for the queries made regarding reading 
aids in chapter five of this study, as well as the appendix of manuscripts.
4. MANUSCRIPT CORPUS OF WOMEN’S BOOKS IN THE 
TWELFTH CENTURY
Perhaps the most basic question confronting this research is: How do 
you know a manuscript was owned, read, commissioned, or made by 
a woman from the twelfth century? In some cases, we are fortunate to 
have a colophon to help identify the book as made by a female scribe. 
Other instances are determined by a number of factors such as script 
M. Bennett, Elizabeth A. Clark, Jean F. O’Barr, B. Anne Vilen (Chicago: The University 
of Chicago Press, 1989), 240–260.
35 Focus could be placed on a chronological, geographical, or biographical perspective. 
My research is organized by genres of books, used as an over-arching view of the books 
owned, read, or produced by women, discussed by date and location, while identifying, 
where known, the woman or women connected to the manuscript.
comparison, dedication to a woman mentioned in a prologue, a donor 
image, surviving booklists from convent libraries, and even scribal 
portraits. The present research concentrates on books made for and 
made by women, produced in a range of instances from patronage 
to scribal interaction, attributed to an individual woman or women’s 
community, datable to the period of the long twelfth century. Through 
the consultation of library and exhibition catalogs, and use of online 
databases such as Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Letters, Monastic 
Matrix, Hill Museum and Manuscript Library, Europeana Collections, 
the British Library Online Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, and 
other portals to digital repositories, such as SexyCodicology,36 I have 
compiled into an appendix the extant manuscripts, as well as listed 
those books which are now lost, made for or made by women, datable to 
the period between 1075 and 1225, creating a new corpus of women’s 
manuscripts from the twelfth century that can be further studied.37 
The corpus includes over 150 extant manuscripts with an attribution 
to female use or production. In addition to these, approximately 28 
manuscripts, while no longer surviving from this period, are included 
in this investigation as they reveal patterns of women’s reading that 
emerged during this “Renaissance.”38
5. CHAPTER OUTLINE
Chapter one sets the historical backdrop and context where both 
religious and secular female readers and book-producers operated, 
spurred by the situation of reform and renewal occurring throughout 
Western Europe.39 The establishment of new religious houses and orders 
for women during this period invigorated book production, as it did the 
levels of literacy for women in both court and convent. For example, 
36 “Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Letters,” epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu; “Monastic 
Matrix: A Collection of Resources for the Study of Women’s Religious Communities 
500–1500,” monasticmatrix.org; “Europeana Collections,” europeana.eu; “Hill Museum 
& Manuscript Library,” vhmml.org; “British Library Digitised Manuscripts,” bl.uk; “Sexy 
Codicology Project,” sexycodicology.net. Also, “Repertorium of Manuscripts Illuminated 
by Women in Religious Communities of the Middle Ages,” agfem-art.com.
37 Felice Lifshitz uses this term “women’s manuscripts” in her study of manuscripts of 
religious women in the eighth century. See Lifshitz, Religious Women in Early Carolingian 
Francia, 28. I have excluded documents such as charters. For more on medieval women 
and charters, see Jonathan R. Lyon, Princely Brothers and Sisters: The Sibling Bond in 
German Politics, 1100–1250 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2012), 57. Lyon writes about 
a charter from c. 1198 at Lippoldsberg, which presumably was read by the nuns who 
witnessed the charter.
38 See Appendix. 
39 Bruce L. Venarde, Women’s Monasticism and Medieval Society, Nunneries in France and 
England, 890–1215 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1999). 
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the influence of religious reform permeating the German landscape, 
inspired by William of Hirsau, in turn led to a demand for the essential 
books for monastic reading and, thus, toward library expansion in 
religious houses, both male and female. Noblewomen and nuns filled 
this vacuum through patronage and scribal activity.40 This chapter will 
argue that there were many contexts in this period where women had 
the opportunity to be readers, patrons, and producers of books. The 
chapter further establishes the various levels of literacy which made up 
the experience of twelfth-century women, thus revealing a richness in 
diversity of genres, in addition to vernacular influences, shedding light 
on education as well as women’s networks of literary exchange.41 
 Chapters two and three introduce the books made for women; 
specifically, those books that were dedicated to, or commissioned by, 
women in both court and convent. Here, I present a broad understanding 
of book ownership as defined by scholars, such as D. H. Green in 
Women Readers in the Middle Ages, to include a wide range of instances of 
women’s textual participation.42 The examples I provide demonstrate 
that noblewomen and nuns used their financial and social currency to 
support the genres of texts they deemed entertaining, memorial, or 
spiritually valuable. We learn that books made for women did reflect 
their reading interests, revealing women’s agency in manuscript 
production. My research contributes to the academic discussion by 
providing a focused view of the books made for noblewomen and 
nuns in the twelfth century that expands our knowledge of what books 
women read, and how they read them. 
 Chapter four discusses the manuscripts made by women, and will 
address women’s contribution to the twelfth-century book culture 
as author or scribe. I highlight the participation of noblewomen 
and nuns through examples of manuscripts known to have been 
made by individual women at court or within convent scriptoria. An 
understanding of women’s scribal production in the twelfth century 
has often been overshadowed by an interest in their artistic production, 
coupled with an emphasis on women’s oral and visual culture.43 
40 Rodney Thomson writes, “In this movement an important contribution was made 
by literate, aristocratic women, both as members of self-standing nunneries and of the 
female community in double houses.”; Thomson, “The Place of Germany,” 128. Also, 
J. S. Beddie, “The Ancient Classics in the Medieval Libraries,” Speculum 5 (1930): 3–20. 
41 See Emilie Amt, ed. Women’s Lives in Medieval Europe; A Source Book. 2nd edn. (London: 
Routledge, 1993). This work looks at a variety of documents that pertained to the lives 
of women at all social levels, such as noblewomen, peasant women, townswomen, and 
religious women. Also, James Westfall Thompson, The Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1939). 
42 Green, Women Readers, 115–116.
This chapter shows that the books women made during this period 
demonstrate their scribal skills as well as their reading interests.44 
 Drawing on the material uncovered in the previous sections, chapter 
five will consider a selection of physical features from a cross-section of 
the extant manuscripts from both milieu with a specific focus on the use 
of reading aids in an attempt to assess the female reader’s engagement 
with text.45 The chapter focuses on two types of books that stand out as 
made for, or made by, women during this period: psalters and sermons. 
Analysis of this data tells us more about the “planning, production, 
and reception” of books when made by or for women.46 Cynthia Cyrus 
notes the usefulness to “seek among the other manuscripts copied by 
women scribes for other habits of convention in presentation, layout, 
and representation.”47 Building upon this statement, chapter five will 
consider the physical object and the use of various reading aids with the 
goal of discerning the ways in which the reading preferences and needs 
of twelfth-century women were reflected in their books. By examining 
the book as object, we can better understand how twelfth-century women 
contributed to a “book fluency that was custom tailored for the age.”48
 As a conclusion, the epilogue will provide a synthesized evaluation, 
bringing together the breadth and depth of textual participation 
highlighted in the previous chapters. Through a consideration of context, 
genre, and use, as well as physical features of the book, such as size and 
reading aids, this study assesses the types and styles of books women 
43 See Delia Gaze, ed., “Women as Artists in the Middle Ages, The Dark is Light Enough,” 
Dictionary of Women Artists, vol. 1, Introductory Surveys, Artists, A–I (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn 
Publishers, 1997). Also, Dorothy Eugenia Miner, Anastaise and her Sisters: Women Artists of 
the Middle Ages (Baltimore: Walters Art Gallery, 1974). 
44 Diane Watt includes “women-authored” and “women-oriented” in her examination 
of women’s writing in England; Diane Watt, Medieval Women Writing, Works By and For 
Women in England, 1100–1500 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), ix. 
45 For foundational studies on medieval codicology, see Leon Gilissen, L’expertise des ecriture 
medievales. Recherche d’une methode avec application a un manuscript du XIe siecle: le Lectionnaire 
de Lobbes, codex Bruxelliensis 18018 (Ghent: E. Story-Scientia, 1973). Also, Jacques Lemaire, 
Introduction á la Codicologie (Louvain: Université Catholique de Louvain, 1989); J. Peter 
Gumbert, “Fifty Years of Codicology’, Archiv für Diplomatik, 50 (2004): 505–526. 
46 Keith Busby, “Fabliaux and the New Codicology,” in The Word and Its Rival: Essays on 
the Literary Imagination in Honor of Per Nykrog, eds. Kathryn Karczewska and Tom Conley 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1999), 139–140.
47 Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents in late Medieval Germany (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009), 45. Cyrus writes, “…for ideas that circulated within 
women’s orders rather than through male intermediaries.”
48 Erik Kwakkel, VIDI Project description, “Turning Over a New Leaf: Manuscript 
Innovation in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance.” http://www.hum.leiden.edu/lucas/
turning-over-a-new-leaf/project-description/turning-over-a-new-leaf.html (accessed 11 
November 2017).
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interacted with during the twelfth century.49 As a result, this dissertation 
adds to our knowledge of medieval manuscripts and women’s literary 
culture by looking to specific examples of reading practice by a nun 
or noblewoman, tracing her contribution to manuscript production 
connected to her role as reader, patron, or scribe.
49 Erik Kwakkel, “Decoding the Material Book: Cultural Residue in Medieval Manuscripts,” 
in The Medieval Manuscript Book: Cultural Approaches, eds. Michael Johnston and Michael 
van Dussen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 1–19.
Chapter One:
HISTORICAL CONTEXT
The following chapter presents the historical backdrop in which women during the twelfth century contributed to the textual culture in Western Europe through actively acquiring, reading, 
and producing books. Each section of this chapter aims to build a fuller 
understanding of the education and literacy of twelfth-century women 
through a discussion of the spaces most literate women occupied, the 
“levels” of literacy demonstrated by noblewomen and nuns during this 
period, and how women’s literacy was acquired. Further, the chapter 
presents a consideration of the favored genres of books women in 
the court and convent commissioned, copied, and read. My corpus of 
twelfth-century women’s manuscripts stem from geographical regions 
throughout Western Europe; women’s textual engagement is especially 
prevalent in England, Northern France, Germany, and the Low 
Countries, yet also found in Italy, Spain, and even Jerusalem. 
 It is important to take into account that the educational opportunities 
available to twelfth-century women were supported by a long heritage that 
women held with the written word. Throughout the early Middle Ages 
(5th–10th centuries), the education of aristocratic women was customary, 
and scriptoria or “scribal workshops” existed at some early women’s 
religious communities.1 It was during the Carolingian period in France 
that the nuns at the royal abbeys of Jouarre and Chelles were held in high 
esteem for their skills in book production, from copying to illumination.2 
The tenth and eleventh centuries saw participation from women in both 
court and convent settings in the production of manuscripts, such as the 
Encomium Emmae Reginae, commissioned by Queen Emma of England, or 
the works of the nun Hrotsvit of Gandersheim.3 Thus, setting the historical 
1 Margaret Ives and Almut Suerbaum, “The Middle Ages” in A History of Women’s Writing 
in Germany, Austria, and Switzerland, ed. Jo Catling (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 13. Judith Oliver, “Worship of the Word,” in Women and the Book, 114. See 
also, Tracy Borman, Matilda, Queen of the Conqueror (London: Jonathan Cape, 2011).
2 Rosamond McKitterick, Books, Scribes and Learning in the Frankish Kingdoms, Sixth to Ninth 
Centuries (Farnham: Ashgate, 1994); The Carolingians and the Written Word (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1989); and “Nuns’ Scriptoria in England and Francia in 
the Early Middle Ages,” Francia 19, no. 1 (1989): 1–35. Bernhard Bischoff, “Die Kölner 
Nonnenhandschriften und das Skriptorium von Chelles,” in Bernhard Bischoff, 
Mittelalterliche Studien, ausgewahlte Aufsatze zur Schriftkunde und Literaturegeschichte. 2 vol. 
(Stuttgart: Hiersemann, 1966), 17–35. 
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backdrop of the literary and educational opportunities for women during 
the twelfth century will help to situate my research findings regarding 
the books owned, read, and copied by women discussed in the following 
chapters, where the evidence shows women were engaging in complex 
forms of reading and writing.
1. TWELFTH CENTURY: A RENAISSANCE
Historians have argued that Western Europe during the twelfth century 
experienced a “renaissance,” an outpouring of thought and expression 
that produced new forms of artistic and intellectual works along with a 
revived interest in classic texts.4 This term has been attached to other 
historical periods and places, most notably the Italian Renaissance, 
spanning the fourteenth to the sixteenth centuries, but also to the 
Carolingian (c. 780–900) and Ottonian (c. 951–1024) periods, each 
demonstrating a proliferation of artistic and literary achievements within 
a strong dynastic context.5 In contrast, the Twelfth-Century Renaissance 
(c. 1050–1215) is not attached to a specific imperial influence, but to a 
movement of reform and intellectual renewal within both church and 
court that was occurring throughout Western Europe.6 
3 Encomium Emmae Reginae by monk of St Omer (or St Bertin) London, British Library, 
Add. 33241, (c. 1041/2).
4 Variously dated between c. 1050 and c. 1250, also referred to as the “long twelfth-
century”. See Thomas F. X. Noble and John Van Engen, eds. European Transformations, 
The Long Twelfth Century (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2012). Long-
established scholarly works include Charles H. Haskins, The Renaissance of the Twelfth 
Century (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1927); Richard W. Southern, Medieval 
Humanism and Other Studies (New York: Harper Torchbook, 1970), 158–180. Giles 
Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1996), Robert N. Swanson, The Twelfth-Century Renaissance (Manchester: Manchester 
University Press, 1999). Also, Jan Ziolkowski, “Cultures of Authority in the Long Twelfth 
Century,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 108, no. 4 (2009): 42. 
5 The term “renaissance” was first applied to medieval history in 1840 by Jean-Jacques 
Ampère, i.e., three distinct periods of a renaissance in the Middle Ages. See Stephen 
Ferruolo, “The Twelfth Century Renaissance,” in Renaissances Before the Renaissance: 
Cultural Revivals of Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages, ed. Warren T. Treadgold (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1984), 114. Also, Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy: 
Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1983), 32, n. 77. The Carolingian period, centered around the 
royal court of Charlemagne, is well known for its influence on a style of script used widely 
in Western Europe, while the Ottonian period demonstrated a new way of manuscript 
illustration that moved beyond Byzantine into what would be termed Romanesque style. 
The eleventh century also experienced a monastic revival, influenced by both Cluny 
and Gorze, but it was never termed to be a “renaissance.” See Rosamond McKitterick, 
“Carolingian Book Production: Some Problems,” The Library 12, no. 1 (1990): 1–33, and 
McKitterick, The Carolingians and the Written Word (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1989). 
6 “Government, no less than theology and law, was striving toward a logical order 
unknown before, an order that represented the new way of thinking that affected all 
 Integral to the development of book culture during this period, the 
twelfth century witnessed the production of new manuscripts made by 
and for women, including books of poetry, romance, chronicles, saints’ 
lives, as well as liturgical and devotional works composed in both Latin 
and vernacular languages. Mary Swan and Elaine M. Treharne note 
that “the manuscripts compiled between c. 1100 and c. 1200 have, 
though, rarely been examined in their own right, as witness to the 
continuation of a tradition of written composition in the vernacular.”7 
Women of aristocratic lineage, especially in England and northern 
France, began to develop a predilection for books in their native 
languages, which demonstrated a literacy beyond the predominance of 
a knowledge of Latin.8 As Ian Short argues, this “vernacularisation of 
culture,” supported by both noblewomen and nuns, was one of the most 
important results of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance.9 As a result of the 
contribution of women as patron to authors, along with their role in the 
commissioning of manuscripts, the twelfth century witnessed the origins 
of new genres along with new translations of existing texts, invigorated 
by the support of women in court settings through Western Europe.
 Further, women in monastic settings also experienced the political 
and religious “renaissance” of the twelfth century, evidenced by the 
rapid establishment of new religious houses for women coupled with 
a renewed priority of pastoral care.10 The concern for the guidance of 
women who wanted to live a monastic life was supported by the many 
texts during this period devoted to the cura monialium for women 
religious.11 The prolific development of religious houses throughout 
the twelfth century for women necessitated the production of books, 
both new texts along with copies of liturgical and devotional standards. 
disciplines in the early phases of the twelfth-century renaissance.”; see Charles W. 
Hollister, ed., Anglo-Norman Political Culture and the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Proceedings 
of the Borchard Conference on Anglo-Norman History (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1997), 14. 
Also, Christopher Brooke, The Age of the Cloister: The Story of Monastic Life in the Middle Ages 
(Freiburg in Breisgau: Herder, 2001), 126–149. 
7 Mary Swan and Elaine M. Treharne, Rewriting Old English in the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000); Treharne, ed., Writing Gender and Genre in Medieval 
Literature, Approaches to Old and Middle English Texts (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2002). 
8 Roberta Krueger, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2000).
9 Ian Short, “Patrons and Polyglots, French Literature in Twelfth Century England,” in 
Anglo-Norman Studies, XIV. Proceedings from the Battle Conference 1991, ed. Marjorie Chibnall 
(Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1991), 231.
10 See Sarah Hamilton, “Rights of Passage and Pastoral Care,” in A Social History of England, 
900–1200, eds. Julia Crick and Elisabeth van Houts (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2011), 307. 
11 Julie Hotchin, “Female Religious Life and the ‘Cura monialium’ in Hirsau Monasticism, 
1080–1150,” in Listen Daughter: The Speculum Virginum and the Formation of Religious Women 
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Nuns stepped in to aid in this endeavor by commissioning authors, 
building book collections, and engaging in scribal activities. Further, the 
aristocratic nature of many of the new religious establishments meant 
that these women had the financial means, education, and time, as well 
as access to the materials needed to produce and use these manuscripts.12
2. TWELFTH-CENTURY WOMEN: COURT AND CONVENT
By the High Middle Ages (c. 1050–1200), three distinct social estates 
were well established: nobility, clergy, and peasantry.13 Recognizing the 
liminal status of medieval women, it is important to note that women 
were further categorized into gendered groups of virgin, wife, or widow 
who together made up a separate social group: a “fourth estate.”14 This 
category was comprised of women who already belonged to nobility, 
religious vocation (women could not technically become clergy), or 
peasantry, yet were additionally labeled according to their position 
in their lifecycle.15 Carol M. Meale discusses specifically the situation 
of the middle-aged woman and her experience with reading and 
producing books.16 Meale asks, “Does this information have any impact 
on the interpretation of their known book ownership and patronage?”17 
in the Middle Ages, ed. Constant J. Mews (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 59–83. Also, Fiona 
J. Griffiths, “The Cross and the Cura monialium: Robert of Arbrissel, John the Evangelist, 
and the Pastoral Care of Women in the Age of Reform,” Speculum 83 (2008): 303–330.
12 Moreover, the newly established economy of medieval markets and fairs, often 
supported by monastic houses, may have influenced exchange of manuscripts, as religious 
communities were places of hospitality for the medieval traveler, monks and nobles alike. 
On markets and fairs, see Elias Oksanen, “Trade and Travel in England During the 
Long Twelfth Century” in Anglo-Norman Studies XXXVII Proceedings of the Battle Conference 
2014, ed. Elisabeth van Houts (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2014), 194. For example, the 
market in Champagne, France, was well known during the Middle Ages.
13 Georges Duby, The Three Orders: Feudal Society Imagined, trans. Arthur Goldhammer 
(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1980). See also Marjorie Chibnall, “Women in 
Orderic Vitalis,” in The Haskins Society Journal Studies in Medieval History: Vol. 3, ed. Robert 
Patterson (London: Bloomsbury, 1991), 105.
14 Shulamith Shahar, The Fourth Estate: A History of Women in the Middle Ages, trans. Chaya 
Galai (London: Methuen, 1983).
15 Elisabeth van Houts, “Changes of Aristocratic Identity: Remarriage and Remembrance 
in Europe 900–1200” in Memory and Commemoration in Medieval Culture, eds. Elma Brenner, 
Meredith Cohen, and Mary Franklin-Brown (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 223. For more 
on aristocratic widows, see Simon Franklin and Jonathan Shepard, The Emergence of Rus 
750–1200 (London: Routledge, 2013), 300. Franklin writes, “Aristocratic nuns should be 
grouped with aristocratic widows (who sometimes became nuns): Women with access to 
wealth and with an acceptable reason for lacking a husband.”
16 Carol M. Meale, “Speaking Volumes: The Middle-Aged Woman and the Book in 
Medieval England,” in Middle-Aged Women in the Middle Ages, ed. Sue Niebrzydowski 
(Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2011), 83.
17 Meale, “Speaking Volumes,” 84.
Although Meale’s focus is on women of the fourteenth and fifteenth 
centuries, it is an important aspect for consideration of book ownership 
by twelfth-century women. As we will see, women’s choices for reading 
could change throughout their lifetime, as demonstrated by twelfth-
century women like the countess of Champagne, Marie of France, or 
Abbess Heloise, discussed further in chapters two and three. 
 Dennis H. Green in his foundational work, Women Readers in the 
Middle Ages, further divides women’s involvement in the reading and 
production of books into five categories: laywomen, nuns, recluses, 
semi-religious women, and heretics.18 According to Green, laywomen 
and nuns, especially those from an aristocratic background, represented 
active participants in book production, primarily as patrons or scribes. 
Opportunities for education were provided by their connection to 
families of prestige and wealth. For the purpose of this research, focus 
will remain on these two social and economic classes of women with 
the most access to literary culture: noblewomen and nuns. Using these 
two categories can provide a useful means for comparison of genres 
and features of books made for and made by women during this 
period. Women in both court and convent were more likely to receive 
an education and use their literary skills to contribute to manuscript 
culture as readers, patrons, and scribes. 
 The liminality of medieval women’s position in society meant that 
women could move from one social class to another, and even back 
again. Their possessions, most often only their books and small objects, 
moved with them.19 Consequently, various imaginable combinations of a 
woman’s socio-economic status could affect her interaction with books. 
For example, a noblewoman may have engaged in reading secular works 
as a young woman, followed by only religious works when she retired to a 
convent in her later years.20 Aristocratic women of middle- age may have 
acquired a personal collection throughout their lifetime, or may have at 
18 Green, Women Readers, 82. Also, R. N. Swanson, The Twelfth-Century Renaissance, 192. 
For a selection of primary sources, see Emilie Amt, ed., Women’s Lives in Medieval Europe, 
A Sourcebook. 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 1993), 119–276. 
19 Patricia Skinner, “Women, Literacy, and Invisibility in Southern Italy 900–1200,” in 
Women, the Book, and the Godly: Selected Proceedings of the St. Hilda’s Conference 1993, vol. 2, 
eds. Lesley J. Smith and Jane H.M. Taylor (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 1995), 6. Also, Mary 
DockRay-Miller, The Books and Life of Judith of Flanders (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015). 
20 Marie of Blois, the duchess of Burgundy, and Countess Ermengarde of Anjou, both 
retired to Fontevraud Abbey as widows. Before they moved to Fontevraud, each was 
responsible for a large household and management of lands. See Theodore Evergates, 
Henry the Liberal: Count of Champagne, 1127–1181 (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 2016), 141. Alison Weir, Eleanor of Aquitaine: By the Wrath of God, Queen of England 
(London: Vintage Books, 2011), 12. 
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least been exposed to a significant variety of books and texts, both religious 
and secular.21 A widow might bring a book among her possessions into 
a religious community, while a young virgin leaving a convent or her 
family court to be married, may take her personal devotional book with 
her, possibly to educate her future children. In each of these instances, 
the physical object of the book itself may have encountered signs of use 
along the way, such as altering or adding prayers or further decoration to 
make the woman’s book her own. Understanding the vagaries of medieval 
women’s socio-economic context allows for a more complete narrative 
regarding the books belonging to women in the twelfth century.
 Throughout the Middle Ages strong familial connections existed 
between the court and convent. Daughters from royal and noble families 
were commonly sent in their youth to convents for education, some 
remaining to take formal vows, while numerous women from aristocratic 
backgrounds, who entered convents at a later age, were often elected 
as abbess or prioress of religious communities.22 The convent was the 
preferred place for the education of noble daughters, creating a bond 
between religious and royal houses.23 This policy established what Leslie 
Donovan calls “spiritual affiliations,” which were as valuable as political 
alliances.24 The most prominent examples come from early foundations 
at the abbeys of Gandersheim and Quedlinburg in Germany, where 
daughters from the royal house were appointed as princess-abbesses, 
owing to their social and political status.25 England too held a long-
21 For example, Laurette d’Alsace received her psalter with commentary as she retired to 
the convent Forest-lez-Bruxelles in 1163. See Stewart Gregory, The Twelfth-Century Psalter 
Commentary in French for Laurette d’Alsace: An Edition of Psalms I–L, Volume One, Psalms I–
XXXV (London: The Modern Humanities Research Association, 1990), 20. Muriel of Le 
Ronceray was educated at a convent but did not take formal vows. See Peter Dronke, 
Women Writers in the Middle Ages: A Critical Study of Texts from Perpetua to Marguerite Porete 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 85. Also, Jonathan R. Lyon, Princely 
Brothers and Sisters: The Sibling Bond in German Politics, 1100–1250 (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 2012), 58. Lyon discusses female siblings at Lippoldsberg in the late 
twelfth century and the movement of aristocratic women from one convent to another.
22 For example, Heresende, a noblewoman who followed the teachings and was part of 
the early community formed by Robert d’Abrissel, was influential in the establishment 
of Fontevraud. Assisting her was the noblewoman Petronilla, who entered the convent 
of Fontevraud after she was widowed. Petronilla was then appointed prioress upon the 
death of Heresende.
23 Also, betrothed daughters were often educated alongside their future husbands. For 
example, Empress Matilda, who lived at the court of her husband, the future Holy Roman 
Emperor Henry V, was educated at Trier, as was Henry. See Marjorie Chibnall, “The 
Empress Matilda and Her Sons,” in Medieval Mothering eds. Bonnie Wheeler and John 
Carmi Parsons (London: Routledge, 2013), 284. 
24 Leslie Donovan, Women Saints” Lives in Old English Prose (Woodbridge: Boydell and 
Brewer, 1999), 20.
25 In the tenth and eleventh centuries, Quedlinburg and Gandersheim were the primary 
established tradition of sending noble daughters to religious houses; 
Cecilia, the daughter of Matilda and William the Conqueror, became the 
abbess of La Trinité at Caen, where she resided for the majority of her life. 
Later in the century, Fontevraud Abbey became a preferred residence 
for widowed noblewomen, among them were Bertrada of Montfort, 
Isabella of Angouleme, and the royal widow, Eleanor of Aquitaine.26
 The courtly residences in the twelfth century that populated Western 
Europe were known as centers of learning alongside their political 
position. In Italy, the Countess Matilda (Mathilda) of Tuscany (1046–
1115) is just one instance of the presence of a woman at court whose 
contribution toward literary production is evidenced by the books made 
for her through dedication and commission.27 To the north in France 
and Belgium, noble courts such as Champagne and Flanders held a 
history of women’s literary patronage back to the early ninth century.28 
Women within these courtly centers were educated in Latin, politically 
influential, and used their literacy and social status toward participating 
in various aspects of manuscript production, such as supporting 
authors, commissioning books, as well as influencing translations of 
Latin texts into vernacular languages.29 Queens, countesses, and other 
noblewomen were expected to demonstrate a combination of secular 
piety, obedience, and initiative, depending on the occasion. This 
situation was reflected in the books they commissioned or were given in 
religious houses for daughters of the Ottonian royalty and Saxon nobles; they were 
appointed as princess-abbess, sometimes as young as twelve years old. There was also a 
comparable practice of “prince-abbot” that occurred in male monastic houses. See John 
W. Berhardt, Itinerant Kingship and Royal Monasteries in Early Medieval Germany, c. 936–
1075 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 143–160. 
26 Bertrade of Montfort (d’Anjou) resided at Fontevraud (also spelled Fontevrault) 
after the death of King Philip I. Also, Petronilla of Anjou, Agnès de Craon, Heresende 
de Champagne, Agnès d’Ais, Agnès de Montreuil, and Mathilde d’Anjou retired to 
Fontevraud. The two wives of William IX of Aquitaine, Ermengarde and Philippa, lived 
at Fontevraud. As did his granddaughter, Eleanor of Aquitaine, her daughter Marie of 
Champagne, and her daughter-in-law, Isabelle of Angouleme; all women from aristocratic 
milieu who would have been educated to read in Latin and vernacular. See R. Howard 
Bloch, Medieval Misogyny and the Invention of Western Romantic Love (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1991), 180.
27 Christine B. Verzar, “Picturing Matilda of Canossa: Medieval Strategies of 
Representation,” in Representing History, 900–1300: Art, Music, History, ed. Robert Allen 
Maxwell (Philadelphia: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010).
28 Joachim Bumke, Courtly Culture: Literature and Society in the High Middle Ages (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1991), 426–428.
29 Nicola Jayne Watkinson, “Medieval Textual Production and the Politics of Women’s 
Writing: Case Studies of Two Medieval Women Writers and Their Critical Reception” 
(master’s thesis, University of Melbourne, 1991). https://minerva-access.unimelb.edu.au/
handle/11343/39453 (accessed 21 Feb 2018).
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dedication, where the evidence shows women’s interest in a wide range 
of genres both traditional and new, religious and secular. Additionally, 
many of these manuscripts utilized the “developing book technology” 
of the twelfth century, where reading aids such as headings, glosses, or 
marginal annotations were included in the books made for aristocratic 
women. This aspect is discussed in greater detail in chapter five.
 Further, the foundation of new convents, along with instituted 
reforms of already- established religious houses of women, were vital 
to women’s contribution to textual culture during the “renaissance” of 
the twelfth century by providing opportunities for their education, and 
a place for women to use their scribal skills. Bruce Venarde’s survey 
of women’s monastic foundations in northwestern Europe during the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries reveals a substantial growth between 
1080–1170.30 The convent primarily offered women a place for spiritual 
advancement, a decent level of education and literacy, as well as a 
refuge from unwanted marriages, childbirth, or political influences.31 
Noble families, who valued education as much as piety, supported 
many of the newly established foundations. Throughout the twelfth 
century, religious houses were founded by noblemen for their wives or 
daughters, widowed noblewomen became benefactors of convents, and 
some women’s communities enjoyed royal patronage and even papal 
support. This aspect of financial sponsorship provided the resources 
needed for education, including the access to books for daily reading, 
as well as exemplars and tools for copying.32
 According to Venarde, within France and England approximately 
three hundred new convents were established between 1101 and 1175.33 
While there was a dramatic increase in female religious institutions 
during this period, the rate of development was not uniform across all 
regions. Venarde explains how “different configurations of founders 
dominate in different regions. And although the number of convents 
grew everywhere from 1080 to 1170, a notable increase in the number 
of female monastic institutions was apparent earlier in some places than 
in others.”34 This expansion included houses which offered an ascetic 
30 Bruce L. Venarde, Women’s Monasticism and Medieval Society: Nunneries in France and 
England, 890–1215 (New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), 52–88. Based on evidence 
from Charters.
31 Bloch, Medieval Misogyny, 179.
32 Janet Burton, Monastic and Religious Orders in Britain, 1000–1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999), 95.
33 Venarde, Women’s Monasticism, 54 at no. 8. F. Donald Logan, A History of the Church in the 
Middle Ages, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2013), 54, no. 8 and 87. 
34 Venarde, Women’s Monasticism, 55.
life to both men and women, such as the newly established Order of 
Canons Regular of Prémontré (Premonstratensians) in Laon, France, in 
1121, which spread to areas in both Germany and the Low Countries, 
the Gilbertine Order (Order of Sempringham) in England founded 
in 1131, and the monastic order of Fontevraud in the Loire region 
of France.35 The community at Fontevraud Abbey was established by 
Robert d’Abrissel in 1101 as a double-house for both women and men, 
yet with an abbess as head of the community, and held three hundred 
nuns and only sixty or seventy monks in an early record.36 Robert 
chose the nuns Petronilla of Chemillé and Hersende of Champagne 
to manage his new foundation; both noblewomen who entered the 
convent late in life and were respected for their managerial skills.37 
By Petronilla’s death in 1149, the abbey had established fifteen other 
female-centered houses in France.38 Also, the Cistercian Order drew a 
following of women, resulting in the foundation of the convents La Tart 
and Jully-les-Nonnaines between 1110 and 1120 in northern France, 
along with Cistercian daughter communities of women in England and 
Germany throughout the rest of the century.39 
35 Also known as Norbertines, diocese of Laon (est. 1121). See Joseph A. Gribbin, The 
Premonstratensian Order in Late Medieval England (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2001), 
3. Also, Francois Petit, Spirituality of the Premonstratensians: The Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Centuries, trans. Victor Szczurek, ed. Carol Neel (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2011). 
Jennifer Ward, Women in Medieval Europe 1200–1500 (New York: Routledge, 2014). The 
Premonstratensian order originally established by Norbert of Xanten (1080–1134), 
followed an adaptation of the Augustinian Rule for cohabitated monasteries of women 
and men, however not under the supervision of an abbess as at Fontevraud.
36 Logan, A History of the Church, 133. Bloch, Medieval Misogyny, 179 and n.40. 
37 Bruce L. Venarde, “Making History at Fontevraud: Abbess Petronilla de Chemillé and 
Practical Literacy” in Nuns” Literacies in Medieval Europe: The Hull Dialogue, eds. Virginia 
Blanton, Veronica O’Mara, and Patricia Stoop (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013). Also, Venarde, 
Women’s Monasticism, 60; Robert of Arbrissel: A Medieval Religious Life Venarde, trans., 
(Washington, DC.: Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 127. Bloch, Medieval 
Misogyny, 180. 
38 Venarde, Women’s Monasticism, 62–63, n. 31. Places include Poitou, Limousin, Perigourd, 
Haute-Bruyere, Maine, Berny, Orleans, Toulouse, and Brittany. The order spread to 
Spain, for a total of nearly seventy daughter houses of Fontevraud. See also Rose Walker, 
“Leonor of England, Plantagenet Queen of King Alfonso VIII of Castile, and Her 
Foundation of the Cistercian Abbey of Las Huelgas. In Imitation of Fontevraud?” Journal 
of Medieval History 31, no. 4 (2005): 346–368. 
39 Jully-les-Nonnains was founded 1113–1115 and La Tart between 1120–1125. Venarde, 
Women’s Monasticism, 73 and 130. For a fuller discussion regarding Cistercian nuns, see 
Anne E. Lester, Creating Cistercian Nuns: The Women’s Religious Movement and Its Reform in 
Thirteenth Century Champagne (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2011). Constance Berman, 
“Were There Twelfth-Century Cistercian Nuns?” Church History 68 (1999): 824–64. 
Elizabeth Freeman, “Cistercian Nuns in Medieval England: The Gendering of Geographic 
Marginalization,” Medieval Feminist Forum 43.2 (2008): 26–39, at 28. Freeman states, “The 
traditional view of Cistercian women in medieval England is that there were only two 
official Cistercian nunneries, namely Tarrant in Dorset and Marnham in Norfolk.” 
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 In fact, the surge of women intending to follow a monastic life grew 
so quickly during the twelfth century that it resulted in various attempts 
at limiting the number of members in certain religious houses. For 
example, the archbishop of Sens restricted the amount of nuns at the 
community of Crisenon to one hundred members.40 This growth in 
women’s religious communities was supported by a renewed monastic 
emphasis on the pastoral care of female religious who desired to live in a 
spiritual manner.41 The expansion of women entering monastic life and 
the number of newly created communities for them throughout Western 
Europe necessitated that books be available for nuns and canonesses to 
read and perform the daily rituals common to both male and female 
religious following a monastic rule.42 According to the Rule of Benedict, 
each member of the monastic community was required to read one 
book during the period of Lent.43 If we take into account convents such 
as Crisenon or Fontevraud, which had a large membership, added to 
the liturgical books the community would have needed, it is possible 
they had quite an extensive convent book collection.
 While living under a religious order, women followed monastic rules 
like their male counterparts. In his survey of various medieval monastic 
rules, J. Frank Henderson notes that at least since the fifth century, 
regulations for women living in monastic communities were created as a 
way of organizing the growing number who desired to follow a spiritual 
life.44 The Rule of Augustine (c. 400) and Rule of Caesarius (c. 512) 
40 Venarde, Women’s Monasticism, 54 and 87. Jacques Dalarun, Robert of Arbrissel, Sex, Sin 
and Salvation in the Middle Ages, trans. and intro. Bruce L. Venarde (Washington DC.: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2006). The women’s community at Andernach was 
also limited to 100 members, under the magistra Tenxwind. See Theodore Evergates, 
“Aristocratic Women in the County of Champagne,” in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France, 
ed. Theodore Evergates (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1999), 104.
41 “German nunneries housed somewhere between 25,000 and 30,000 nuns by c. 1250, 
whereas English nunneries in the same era were home to only 2,500 to 5,000 nuns.” 
See Sandy Bardsley, Women’s Roles in the Middle Ages; Women and Religion (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 2007), 39. For more on cura monialium, see Jeffery F. Hamburger, “Art, 
Enclosure and the Cura Monialium: Prolegomena in the Guise of a Postscript,” Gesta 31, no. 
2, (1992): 108–134.
42 Jan Gerchow, et al., “Early Monasteries and Foundations (500–1200): An Introduction,” 
in Crown and Veil: Female Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth Centuries, eds. Jeffrey 
Hamburger and Susan Marti, trans. Dietlinde Hamburger (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2008), 23 and 26–27. On the establishment of new houses, see also 
Giles Constable, The Reformation of the Twelfth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1998), 46; on the numbers of female religious houses in Germany, 65; and on the 
numbers of new monks, nuns, and canons, 90.
43 “Chapter 48,” The Rule of Saint Benedict, ed. and trans. Bruce Venarde, Dumbarton 
Oaks Medieval Library 6 (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), xiv and 161.
44 J. Frank Henderson, OSB, The Order of Saint Benedict, An Index to texts on-line and gateway 
both had versions for male and female followers.45 By the early Middle 
Ages, a growing number of monastic rules were developed specifically 
for women, including the Institutio sanctimonalium, a rule for canonesses 
established in the Carolingian period at the Synod of Aachen in c. 816.46 
These regulations for women were meant to address the way a female 
community should live a monastic life, such as daily prayer, the role of 
the abbess, ownership of possessions, participation in manual labor, as 
well as their reading activities and access to books. 
 By the twelfth century, most women’s religious houses were “reformed” 
into recognizing an established monastic observance; most commonly 
instituted were the Rule of St Augustine or the Rule of St Benedict.47 
Religious houses of women following the Augustinian rule, known as 
canonesses, adopted a more flexible monastic life where interaction with 
the secular world was not uncommon.48 They did not take permanent 
vows of chastity or poverty and were not required to remain in the 
convent. Canonesses followed similar daily routines as monks and nuns, 
including the daily prayers, manual labor, and periods of reading, yet 
continued living in dialogue with the lay community.49 In contrast, nuns 
who followed the Benedictine Rule were expected to maintain strict 
to Bibliographic Index, “Feminine Versions of the Rule of St. Benedict (Jan. 2002),” www.
osb.org/aba/rb/feminine/ (accessed 11 November 2017); and Henderson, Page on Liturgy 
and Medieval Women, “Medieval Religious Rules for Women,” www.jfrankhenderson.com/
religiousrulesforwomen.htm (accessed 11 Noveber 2017).
45 Henderson, “Feminine Versions of the Rule of St Benedict”. Additional monastic rules 
written for women include the Rule of Aurelian (c. 550), Rule of Leander (c. 580–600), 
Rule of Waldebert (c. 629–670), Rule of Donatus (c. 650), as well as the Rule of Fructuosus 
(c. 660), which was especially written for women, men, and families living in a religious 
setting. For more on monastic rules, see Marilyn Dunn, Emergence of Monasticism: From the 
Desert Fathers to the Early Middle Ages (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2000), 174.
46 Julie Ann Smith, Ordering Women’s Lives: Penitentials and Nunnery Rules in the Early 
Medieval West (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2001), 140. Communities of canonesses existed before 
the Rule of Augustine. See Jesse D. Billett, The Divine Office in Anglo-Saxon England, 597–c. 
1000 (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2014), 156. Also, Fiona J. Griffiths, The Garden of 
Delights: Reform and Renaissance for Women in the Twelfth Century (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 30. 
47 Duncan Robertson, Lectio Divina: The Medieval Experience of Reading (Collegeville, MN: 
The Liturgical Press, 2011), 146. Eleventh-century monastic reform led to the trend in 
“regularizing” women’s religious communities to one of the standard monastic rules. 
48 Constance H. Berman, Women and Monasticism in Medieval Europe: Sisters and Patrons of the 
Cistercian Reform (Kalamazoo: Western Michigan University, 2002). Penelope D. Johnson, 
Equal in Monastic Profession: Religious Women in Medieval France (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2009). Myra M. Bom, Women in the Military Orders of the Crusades (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 17. Carolyn Muessig, “Hildegard of Bingen and Herrad 
of Landsberg,” in Medieval Monastic Education, eds. George Ferzoco and Carolyn Muessig 
(London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 93. 
49 For a discussion of Frauenstifte, communities of canonesses in German areas during the 
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enclosure, with limited exposure to any outside influences.50 This varying 
aspect of contact with external contemporary culture would presumably 
affect the reading preferences and opportunities between canoness and 
nun, perhaps restricting the latter’s reading opportunities. However, as 
examples from my research show, women living in religious enclosure 
had similar access to contemporary texts, and demonstrate reading 
interests in a common variety of genres as their canoness counterparts. 
The fact of enclosure did not necessarily mean being cut- off from the 
developing book production of the period. 
 It becomes evident that both the court and convent provided 
opportunities for women to engage in literary endeavors and further 
represent the socio-economic contexts under which women in the 
twelfth century owned, read, and copied books. In the convent, the 
monastic rule a women’s religious house followed partially dictated the 
amount of time spent reading, and making books. While at the courts 
of Western Europe, noblewomen had the currency, social and financial, 
as well as leisure time available to read and request books, both in Latin 
and vernacular. Although women from all classes were excluded from 
the universities which were developing during this period, many still 
acquired a high level of education. For example, as a noblewoman, 
Heloise, abbess of the Paraclete (d. 1164), was initially educated at 
the Abbey of Argenteuil, followed by a time spent with her uncle at 
the cathedral school of Notre Dame before her individual instruction 
began under the cathedral-school master, Peter Abelard.51 Heloise, as 
a noblewoman who became a nun, was not unique in her educational 
path of receiving education from both nuns and monks.52
early and high Middle Ages, see Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Robert Suckale, “In Between 
this World and the Next: The Art of Religious Women in the Middle Ages,” in Crown and 
Veil, Female Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth Centuries, eds. Jeffrey F. Hamburger 
and Susan Marti (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 76–108.
50 Although strict enclosure was often circumvented. See Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “Art, 
Enclosure, and the Pastoral Care of Nuns,” in The Visual and the Visionary: Art and Female 
Spirituality in Late Medieval Germany, ed. Jeffrey F. Hamburger (New York: Zone Books, 
1998), 44–57.
51 Anne Collins Smith, “The Problemata of Heloise,” in Women Writing Latin: Medieval 
Women Writing Latin, eds. Laurie Churchill, Phyllis Rugg Brown, and J. Elisabeth Jeffrey 
(New York: Routledge, 2002), 173. Smith suggests that Heloise may have received part of 
her education at the cathedral school of Notre Dame.
52 Constant J. Mews, Abelard and Heloise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 79–80. 
See also, Joan Ferrante, ed. and trans., Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “Heloise, 
abbess of the Paraclete,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/28.html (accessed 
11 November 2017).
3. THE WRITTEN WORD: EDUCATION AND LITERACY
Until the twentieth century, it was held that medieval women were 
unable to read or write, essentially illiterate and uneducated, and those 
women who were literate represented “anomalies.”53 This misconception 
has remained an obstacle to understanding the extent to which women 
were involved in the production and use of books throughout the Middle 
Ages.54 Recent scholarship on medieval women and literacy has shown the 
difficulty in defining this term, where reading ability did not necessarily 
correspond to writing ability, and where levels of knowledge of Latin, 
or a vernacular language, hinders a strict dichotomy between literate 
and illiterate. The recent multi-volume work generated by the scholarly 
project, Nuns’ Literacies, has delved deeper into the literate activities of 
reading and writing occurring in convents during the Middle Ages, such 
as the abbeys of Quedlinburg or Zwiefalten in Germany, and Fontevraud 
in France.55 Scholars such as Patricia Stirnemann and Jane Stevenson 
have revealed ample evidence from courtly and religious literature that 
points to the literate proficiency of twelfth-century women in Latin as 
well as in vernacular languages, such as Anglo-Norman French or Middle 
High German.56 For the present study, I follow the definition of women’s 
literacy as set down by Green in his work, Women Readers in the Middle Ages, 
where he argues that equating literacy solely with a command of reading 
53 Diane Watt, Medieval Women’s Writing, Works By and For Women in England, 1100–1500 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 5. James Sheppard, Christendom at the Crossroads: The Medieval 
Era (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2005), 34. A commonly discussed argument for 
the decline in women’s education is the establishment of universities during the twelfth century 
which excluded the participation of women. Scholars such as Marilyn Oliva and Alexandra 
Barrett have argued for the “literate, yet not Latinate” definition of women’s education and 
literacy. See Marilyn Oliva, The Convent and the Community in Late Medieval England: Female 
Monasteries in The Diocese of Norwich, 1350–1540 (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press 1998), 64.
54 See Franz H. Bäuml, “Transformations of the Heroine: From Epic Heard to Epic Read,” 
in The Role of Woman in the Middle Ages, ed. Rosmarie Thee Morewedge (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 1975), 26. Also, Jacqueline Jenkins, “Reading and the Book 
of Margery Kempe,” in A Companion to The Book of Margery Kempe, eds. John H. Arnold 
and Katherine J. Lewis (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004), 115; and Lois L. Huneycutt, 
Matilda of Scotland: A Study in Medieval Queenship (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2003), 125.
55 V. Blanton, V. O’Mara, and P. Stoop, eds. Nuns’ Literacies in Medieval Europe: The Hull 
Dialogue (Turnhout: Brepols, 2013); Nuns’ Literacies in Medieval Europe: The Kansas City 
Dialogue (Turnhout: Brepols, 2015); Nuns’ Literacies in Medieval Europe: The Antwerp 
Dialogue, forthcoming.
56 Green, Women Readers; Patricia Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France: 1170–1220,” 
in Representations of the Feminine in the Middle Ages, ed. Bonnie Wheeler (Dallas: Academia 
Press, 1993), 247–252. Jane Stevenson, “Anglo-Latin Women Poets,” in Latin Learning and 
English Lore; Studies in Anglo-Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge, Vol. II., eds. Katherine 
O’Brien O’Keeffe and Andy Orchard (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005). Will 
Hasty, ed., The Camden House History of German Literature, Vol. 3, German Literature of the 
High Middle Ages (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2006).
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and writing in Latin excludes the nuances of women’s engagement with 
the written word.57 As Green points out, during the Middle Ages a wide 
range of activities could be considered acts of literacy, such as being read 
to, reading in vernacular languages, commissioning or copying a book, as 
well as composing or even dictating a text.58
 While it would be unwise to assume that medieval women had full or 
easy access to education in a similar manner as men, recent studies have 
demonstrated that literacy may have been limited, but not unattainable.59 
Monica Green, for example, argues that many medieval women could 
acquire a basic literacy, which Green defines as the “ability to make out words, 
to read over and over again the same devotions or prayers, even the ability 
to teach rudimentary letters to children.”60 Further, as Marjorie Woods 
points out, it was the Psalter, a book comprised of the Psalms, a calendar, 
and various prayers, which became the educational book for women in 
both court and convent. Woods argues that the “shared format of the book 
most widely owned by laywomen and of the book most widely available to 
women in orders was particularly conducive to passing on literacy in the 
modern sense of a shared minimal level of textual recognition.”61
57 Green, Women Readers, 30–36, 84, and 96–98; Green, “Orality and Reading: The State 
of Research in Medieval Studies,” Speculum 65 (1990): 267–280, at 276.
58 Green, Women Readers, 82; and Michael T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: 
England 1066 – 1307, 3rd ed. (Chichester: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), 195. Also, David N. Bell, 
What Nuns Read: Books and Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian 
Publications, 1995), 60; Bell suggests four levels of Latin literacy. According to Bella Millet, 
“Full litteratura, however, was usually seen as demanding rather more – the command of 
grammar and vocabulary necessary to read and understand other, less familiar, Latin texts 
and express oneself correctly in Latin.” Bella Millett, “Women in No Man’s Land: English 
Recluses and the Development of Vernacular Literature in the Twelfth and Thirteenth 
Centuries,” in Women and Literature in Britain, 1150–1500, ed. Carole M. Meale (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1993), 86–103, at 89. Alcuin introduced in his “Grammatica” 
the terms litterata (that which can be written) and illiterata (that which cannot be written) to 
deal with the question of written transcription. See William Layher, Queenship and Voice in 
Medieval Northern Europe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 45.
59 Hamburger, “Introduction: Histories of Female Monasticism,” in Crown and Veil: Female 
Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth Centuries, eds. Jeffrey Hamburger and Susan Marti, 
trans. Dietlinde Hamburger (New York: Columbia University Press, 2008), 7.
60 Monica H. Green, “Books as a Source of Medical Education for Women in the Middle Ages,” 
Dynamis: Acta Hispanica ad Medicinae Scientiarumque Historiam Illustrandam 20 (2000): 331–370, at 
356. Michael T. Clanchy, “Images of Ladies with Prayer Books: What do they Signify?” Studies in 
Church History 38 (2004):106–22, at 110, n. 19. Clanchy writes, Abelard “commended to Heloise 
and her nuns St Jerome’s advice that ‘one reaches the sense of the words from their sound, and 
someone who learns to pronounce them will already want to understand them’.”
61 Marjorie Curry Woods, “Shared Books; Primers, Psalters, and the Adult Acquisition of 
Literacy Among Devout Laywomen and Women in Orders in Late Medieval England,” in 
New Trends in Feminine Spirituality: The Holy Women of Liege and Their Impact, eds. Juliette 
Dor, Lesley Johnson, and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Turnhout: Brepols, 1999), 187. 
Physical features of psalter books will be explored in chapter four.
 Access to education was the most important factor that shaped the 
literary culture of women during the twelfth century and ostensibly 
throughout the Middle Ages. Opportunities for women to develop 
literacy in either Latin, a vernacular language, or both was most often 
available to those living within a noble court or a convent. Women 
who grew up within a court setting gained literacy often guided by a 
member of the clergy or a well-known magister, as Abelard was when 
he was selected to direct Heloise’s education.62 The knowledge of Latin 
was considered essential to a well-educated court lady. For example, 
Eleanor of Aquitaine (1122–1204) and her sister Petronilla (1125–
1193), both raised at the noble court of their father, Duke William X, 
were educated in Latin and well acquainted with new literary genres 
such as troubadour poetry from an early age.63 Further, an advanced 
level of literary interests in both Latin and vernacular texts was shared 
by the noble courts of Eleanor’s daughters; Marie of France, countess 
of Champagne (1145–1198); Alix of France, countess of Blois (1150–
1197); Matilda of England, duchess of Saxony (1156–1189); and Eleanor 
of England, queen of Castile (1162–1214), demonstrating a familial 
network of noblewomen’s reading culture which supported a continued 
interest throughout the twelfth century in new literary works.64 
 A convent typically included an internal school where women were 
taught Latin, often attaining a level of literacy that went beyond the ability 
to perform the Office and Liturgy. In the early Middle Ages women’s 
monastic communities such as Essen, Quedlinburg, Gandersheim, and 
Herford in Germany were closely connected to aristocratic families 
offering a respected, and often well-funded, place for the education 
of daughters.65 In England, the convents of Barking, Wilton, and 
Shaftesbury, surviving from before the Conquest, were well known for 
62 Elisabeth van Houts, “Latin and French as Languages of the Past in Normandy during 
the Reign of Henry II: Robert of Torigni, Stephen of Rouen, and Wace,” in Writers of 
the Reign of Henry II: Twelve Essays, eds. Ruth Kennedy and Simon Meecham-Jones (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006), 53–78, at 67. For example, the education of Matilda, the 
future empress of the Holy Roman Empire, was conducted at Trier under the guidance 
of Archbishop Bruno. 
63 Alison Weir, Eleanor of Aquitaine: By the Wrath of God, Queen of England (London: 
Random House, 2011), 17. Eleanor’s influence and patronage of authors is contested by 
various scholars. Michael R. Evans, Inventing Eleanor: The Medieval and Post-Medieval Image 
of Eleanor of Aquitaine (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 15–16.
64 Theodore Evergates, “Religious Women,” in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France, ed. 
Theodore Evergates (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press 1999), 104. 
65 Essen Abbey is part of a tradition of education for noblewomen of Saxony since the 
Ottonian period. Herford Abbey, the oldest religious house in Saxony, was by c. 1147 
a wealthy house where the abbesses became Imperial princesses. Niedermunster and 
Quedlinburg were royal abbeys which had active scriptoria producing manuscripts 
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providing a high level of Latin education to nuns and noblewomen who 
resided within their community, a distinction which continued into the 
twelfth century.66 As an example, the education of Matilda (1080–1118), 
daughter of Queen Margaret of Scotland, was initially acquired at 
Wilton Abbey, followed by time Matilda spent at Romsey Abbey. These 
“convent schools” provided Matilda with an education in “literatoriam 
artem” before she became queen of England.67 
 During the twelfth century, at the Benedictine monastery of Admont 
in Styria, “new female recruits, like their male counterparts, were taught 
to read and write, and more mature students advanced their skills in the 
liberal arts in an internal school directed by the nuns themselves.”68 
Similarly, in Spain, Queen Sancha of Aragon (1154–1208) founded the 
priory of Hospitaller sisters, St Maria la Real de Sigena (est. 1188), as a 
wealthy religious house meant for the education of daughters of royal 
and noble families in Aragon and Catalonia.69 Further, the convents 
of Fontevraud, Argenteuil, and the Paraclete in twelfth-century France 
were known for providing high levels of education to royal and noble 
women.70 Acquiring a level of literacy, whether in Latin or vernacular, 
offered a real incentive for most women to join a convent. However, 
as Constant Mews points out, “the dowry required to maintain girls at 
old established abbeys such as Argenteuil was generally so large that it 
excluded those of more modest means from being educated there.”71 
during the Ottonian period. Gandersheim also maintained a high level of education for 
both the nuns and canonesses, who resided together. 
66 Jane Tibbetts Schulenburg notes that, during the Anglo-Saxon period, “the office of 
abbess was frequently kept within the family and passed from one sister to another,” 
in Forgetful of their Sex: Female Sanctity and Society, ca 500–1100 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1998), 278. 
67 Green, Women Readers, 95. Huneycutt, Matilda of Scotland, 46–48 and 125–144. Also, 
Alison I. Beach et al., Monastic Matrix: A Scholarly Resource for the Study of Women’s Religious 
Communities from 400 to 1600 C.E., “Wilton,” http://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/monasticon/
wilton (accessed 11 November 2017). An early example, Matilda of Ringelheim, Queen 
of Germany (895–968) was sent to the convent of Herford to be educated for courtly life. 
See James Westfall Thompson, The Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages (New York: Burt 
Franklin, 1963), 82. Marie of Champagne was educated at the Abbey of Avenay, while 
Queen Matilda of England was educated at Wilton Abbey. 
68 Alison I. Beach, “Voices from a Distant Land: Fragments of a Twelfth-Century Nuns” 
Letter Collection,” Speculum 77, no. 1 (2002): 34–54, at 35. 
69 Katherine Jane Gill, and Lisa M. Bitel, (2000), Monastic Matrix, “S. Maria la Real de 
Sijena,” http://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/monasticon/s-mar%C3%AD-la-real-de-sijena (accessed 
11 November 2017). Also, Myra M. Bom, Women in the Military Orders of the Crusades (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 116.
70 Susan Dreyer, OSB, “The Education of Heloise in Twelfth-Century France” (Seminary 
Graduate Papers/Theses, School of Theology, 2006).
71 Constant J. Mews, Abelard and Heloise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 59. 
 In addition to the known educational affiliations between court 
and convent, many women in the twelfth century demonstrated what 
D. H. Green calls “concealed education.”72 Although never explicitly 
acknowledged how or where a woman was educated, contemporary 
sources may praise a woman’s knowledge of Latin, or mention a woman’s 
literacy in a prologue or letter, often which accompanied a manuscript 
she requested. For instance, Adela, countess of Blois, received a poem 
in the form of a verse-letter from the monk Baudri de Bourgueil, which 
he sent to her in the late eleventh century.73 In the prologue Baudri 
mentions his admiration for Adela’s interest in books, intimating her 
competency in reading Latin. Further, Adela is noted for her “literacy, 
generosity, and intelligence” by Hugh of Fleury in his dedication of the 
Historia Ecclesiastica, which she commissioned.74 Adela also received a 
book of prayers from Anselm, archbishop of Canterbury, who composed 
for her a “florilegium” of the Psalms at her request.75 Each of these 
instances suggest Adela was highly literate, requesting manuscripts from 
respected monks and spiritual advisors.76 Although no direct reference 
remains as to where she was educated, we may imagine that Adela’s 
upbringing as the daughter of William the Conqueror, and sister to 
Henry I in the royal court of England, provided her the opportunity to 
advance her literacy. 
 Moreover, information regarding the education of perhaps three of 
the most well-known abbesses during the twelfth century, Heloise of 
Argenteuil, Hildegard of Bingen, and Herrad of Hohenburg, lacks any 
direct evidence of what books they read to attain their high level of 
literacy.77 There are no records of the library at Hohenburg during 
the period Herrad put together her encyclopedic work of poetry, 
songs, chronicles, and liturgy, the Hortus deliciarium, to be read by 
the nuns of her community.78 Herrad utilized a large variety of texts, 
both traditional and contemporary, which she presumably read and 
72 Green, Women Readers, 95.
73 Vincent Debiais, “The Poem of Baudri for Countess Adele: A Starting Point for Reading 
of Medieval Ekphrasis,” Viator, 44 no. 1 (2013): 95–106. 
74 Susan M. Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy, and Power in the Twelfth-Century Anglo-Norman 
Realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 32. 
75 The identity of the recipient of the florilegium is debated. It is possible that the dedication 
was made to Adelaide/Adela, a younger sister to Adela of Blois. See Kimberly LoPrete, 
Adela of Blois: Countess and Lord (c. 1067–1137), (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007).
76 Green, Women Readers, 96. Thompson, Literacy of the Laity, 91 and 109, n. 88. 
77 Barbara Newman, ed., Voice of the Living Light: Hildegard of Bingen and Her World 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1998), 7 and n. 34. 
78 Now Sainte-Odile near Strasbourg. See Albrecht Classen, “Herrad von Hohenburg,” 
in Medieval Germany: An Encyclopedia, ed. John M. Jeep (New York: Garland Publishing, 
2001), 355.
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selected.79 Hildegard of Bingen received her education under the 
guidance of the anchoress Jutta von Sponheim at Disibodenberg. It 
is unknown what books Hildegard may have had access to and read 
during her time at St Disibod, which according to Barbara Newman, 
had acquired a substantial library during the Middle Ages.80 Although 
Jutta was respected as a magistra and the “women’s hermitage as a schola, 
or school,” the vita of Jutta simply explains that Hildegard’s education 
consisted solely of teachings from the Psalter.81 The twelfth-century 
correspondence between Heloise and Abelard, a renowned teacher 
of theology from Paris, alludes to the high- level of education Heloise 
had accomplished. Her education as a young noblewoman was spent 
at the priory of Notre-Dame at Argenteuil, just north of Paris. Years 
later when Heloise became a nun and then abbess, she guided the 
education of her community at both Argenteuil and the Paraclete, yet 
little is known about the books belonging to either of these two convents 
during the twelfth century.82 Despite the difficult nature of defining 
medieval women’s literacy, and pinpointing the ways they acquired 
education, descriptive instances such as letters and vitae point to the 
levels of literacy women acquired through “concealed education.” 
 As briefly discussed above, an understanding of the monastic 
observance that was followed by a convent gives us a better sense of how 
a women’s community engaged in literary activities.83 The number of 
new monastic orders founded for women during the twelfth century 
required that each community had its own copy of a monastic rule. 
Although most adopted either the Benedictine or Augustinian rule, 
some communities provided a specific monastic rule for their order.84 
Most notable are the Institutes of the Gilbertine Order from England 
79 Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 75. Griffiths points to the surrounding monasteries, such as 
Marbach, as locations where Herrad may have borrowed books, 77.
80 Newman, Voice of the Living Light, 6–7. The library at St Disibod was destroyed during 
the wars of the Reformation era. Newman, Voice of the Living Light, 7.
81 John Van Engen, “Abbess; Mother and Teacher,” in Voice of the Living Light: Hildegard 
of Bingen and Her World, ed. Barbara Newman (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1998), 34–35. 
82 Elizabeth M. McNamer, The Education of Heloise: Methods, Content, and Purpose of Learning 
in the Twelfth Century (New York: E. Mellen Press, 1991). Anne Collins Smith, “The 
Problemata of Heloise,” in Women Writing Latin: Medieval Women Writing Latin, vol. 2, eds. 
Laurie J. Churchill, Phyllis R. Brown, and Jane E. Jeffrey (New York: Routledge, 2002), 
173–174. The books from Argenteuil may have been “confiscated” when the convent was 
closed by Abbot Suger in 1129. The nuns then moved to the Paraclete and may have only 
had the essential books needed to perform the liturgy. 
83 Rebecca A. Sigmon, “ ‘Reading Like a Nun’: The Composition of Convent Libraries in 
Renaissance Europe,” Journal of Religious & Theological Information 10, no. 3–4, (2011): 
81–102, at 83. 
84 Logan, A History of the Church, 133. 
in 1131, established by Gilbert of Sempringham for the community of 
women which developed around his preaching.85 Also important is the 
monastic rule developed by Robert d’Abrissel for the women, and men, 
living at the Abbey of Fontevraud in France.86 Each monastic community 
of women would have had a copy of their respective rule (observance), 
possibly stored in the chapter or perhaps within the armarium or the 
sacristy, available for them to read, consult, and follow.87
 Both the rule of St Augustine and St Benedict were required to be read 
weekly, if not daily, with sections to be read aloud to the community.88 
These monastic rules defined the daily structure of life within the 
order.89 Nuns as well as canonesses would gather several times during 
the day and night to recite the Psalms, listen to religious texts read aloud 
while they ate, and spent time daily in private reading.90 Caesarius of 
Arles emphasized in his Rule the necessity for each individual in the 
community to read for at least two hours a day, silently for spiritual 
growth.91 The Rule of St Benedict requires a monastic community to 
provide books “for liturgy, for devotional reading, and for study,” with 
enough books to give one book to each (confessed) member at Lent to 
be read “straight through.”92
 Although the Rule of St Benedict was initially written for a male 
audience, it had been variously adapted for use by nuns over the 
85 Katherine Sykes, Inventing Sempringham, Gilbert of Sempringham and the Origins of the Role 
of the Master (Zurich: LIT Verlag GmbH & Co. KG Wien, 2011), 78 and 162.
86 Julie Kerr, Monastic Hospitality: The Benedictines in England, c. 1070–c. 1250 (Woodbridge: 
The Boydell Press, 2007), 13. 
87 Carolyn Dinshaw and David Wallace, eds. The Cambridge Companion to Medieval Women’s 
Writing (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003).
88 Teresa Webber, “Textual Communities (Latin),” in A Social history of England, 900–1200, eds. 
Julia Crick and Elisabeth van Houts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 340. 
89 St Benedict, The Rule of St Benedict, ed. and trans., Bruce L. Venarde (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 2011). Also, Sigmon, “Reading Like a Nun,” 82. George P. 
Lawless, OSA, “Three Historical Questions About the Rule of Saint Augustine,” in 
Word & Spirit: A Monastic Review 9 St. Augustine (387–1987) (Petersham, MA: St. Bede’s 
Publications, 1987), 53. 
90 Bardsley, Women’s Roles in the Middle Ages, 34. The RB mentions reading by yourself after 
the meal at the sixth hour, see D. H. Green, Medieval Listening and Reading, The Primary 
Reception of German Literature 800–1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1994), 
136 and 243.
91 Sigmon, “Reading Like a Nun,” 83. Sigmon also notes that in the monastic rules 
established by Benedict and Caesarius, “nuns were to remain silent during mealtimes in 
order to hear and meditate upon the reading of Scripture.”
92 Lesley Smith, “Scriba, Femina: Medieval Depictions of Women Writing,” in Women and 
the Book, Assessing the Visual Evidence, eds. Lesley Smith and Jane H.M. Taylor (London: 
The British Library, 1997), 23. Also, Teresa Webber, “The Homiliary of Paul the Deacon: 
Cambridge, Pembroke College, MSS 23–24,” in Bury St Edmunds and the Norman Conquest, 
ed. Tom Licence (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2014), 177.
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course of centuries. Indications of rulebooks addressed to a female 
audience include ‘feminine versions’ of monastic rules, reflected by a 
use of gendered language to adapt the content to the needs of a female 
community. This could be done by altering Latin word endings, or adding 
vernacular translations resulting in a bilingual format. For instance, in a 
version of the Rule of St Benedict belonging to the community at Notre-
Dame des Saintes during the first half of the twelfth century, the Latin 
endings were changed to the feminine (Ausculta O Filia) and glosses 
were added by a nun.93 (Fig. 1)
 
Figure 1: Rule of St Benedict, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, 
Yale University, Marston MS 25 (1100–1200), fol. 129r.
93 Calendar, Martyrology, Benedictine Rule, Yale University, Beinecke Library, Marston MS 25 
(12th–15th c.); Part II fols. 47–168 version of the Usuard Martyrology. For more on the Saintes 
copy of the Rule of St Benedict, see Hugh Feiss, “Care for the Text: Glossed Rule of Benedict 
for Notre Dame des Saintes,” American Benedictine Review 43, no. 1 (1992): 47–56. Also, Ann E. 
Matter, “The Canon Religious Life: Maria Domitilla Galluzi and the Rule of St. Clare of Assisi,” 
in Strong Voices, Weak History: Early Women Writers and Canons in England, France, and Italy, eds. 
Pamela Joseph Benson and Victoria Kirkham (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
2005), 79–80. Matter describes the copy of the Rule as a “House Book” used for Chapter 
meetings. Agnes of Barbezieux, noble relative of Eleanor of Aquitaine, was abbess of Notre-
Dame des Saintes in 1134. Beach et al., “Saintes Version of the Rule of St Benedict, Marston 
MS 25,” Monastic Matrix, http://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/bibliographia/saintes-version-rule-st-
benedict (accessed 11 November 2017). The University of Iowa Libraries, “record 16312,” 
Feminae: Medieval Women and Gender Index, https://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/feminae/DetailsPage.
aspx?Feminae_ID=16312 (accessed 11 November 2017).
 This “gendered–differentiation” of a text is also found in the bilingual 
Middle English copy of the Rule of St Benedict from the Cistercian 
convent at Wintney (Winteney), dated to the end of the twelfth century 
or early thirteenth century. St Benedict’s rule was translated into 
Old English by Bishop Æthelwold of Winchester (904–984) “in two 
recensions, one for monks and one for nuns, which were still being 
copied in the twelfth century.”94 The Wintney manuscript holds a 
prose version in Middle English of Æthelwold’s translation, copied in 
the twelfth century, which was likely altered by a nun of the abbey to 
reflect the reading preferences of their community. The manuscript has 
parallel chapters of Latin and English, with feminine Latin endings, 
along with calendar entries indicating the use of the manuscript by the 
nuns of Wintney in Hampshire.95 Also from the twelfth century, Heloise, 
as abbess of the Paraclete, requested from Abelard a re-working of the 
Rule of St Benedict into a version for women which might better reflect 
their daily experience in a monastic setting.96 Abelard wrote a Rule 
for the Paraclete around 1140 for the nuns to consult (letter 7), yet 
Heloise also provided “a short text (the Institutiones nostrae) appended 
to Abelard’s idealized and prolix Rule” which reflected the concerns 
and needs of a women’s community.97 These two texts, used for guiding 
the observance of a Benedictine rule in the daily life of the nuns, would 
have been kept as part of the Paraclete’s book collection.98 
 In addition to work and prayer, the Rule of Benedict recommended 
that the members of the community “spend from three to five hours 
94 “The Life of St Benedict: Introduction,” in Saints Lives in Middle English Collections, 
eds. E. Gordon Whatley, Anne B. Thompson, and Robert K. Upchurch (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Medieval Institute Publications, 2004), http://d.lib.rochester.edu/teams/text/whatley-
saints-lives-in-middle-english-collections-life-of-st-benedict-introduction (accessed 11 
November 2017).
95 Winteney Rule Book, London, British Library, MS. Cotton Claudius D. iii (1200–1225), fols. 
52r–140v. Composite manuscript containing seven parts. See David N. Dumville, English 
Caroline Script and Monastic History: Studies in Benedictinism, A.D. 950–1030 (Woodbridge: 
Boydell and Brewer, 1993), 11. Orietta da Rold et al., The Production and Use of English 
Manuscripts 1060 to 1220, (London, British Library, Cotton Claudius D. iii) www.le.ac.uk/
english/em1060to1220/mss/EM.BL.Clau.D.iii.htm (accessed 12 December 2018).
96 A similar request was made to Hildegard of Bingen, yet made at the behest of the 
male congregation of Hunniensis, asking for her commentary on the Rule of St Benedict. 
Hessische Landesbibliothek, Wiesbaden, Ms. 17 (1175–1190). Hildegard of Bingen, 
Regulae S. Benedicti Explanatio “Explanation of the Rule of Benedict,” intro. and trans. 
Hugh Feiss, OSB., with Jo Ann McNamara (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2000). 
97 Troyes, Bibliotheque Municipale, ms. 802 (1200–1300) fols. 89r–94v. See Constant 
J. Mews, Abelard and Heloise (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 163. Also, Anne 
Clark Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers: Representation and Subjectivity in Middle English 
Devotional Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 34. 
98 Heloise also requested a hymnal and a book of sermons from Abelard. See Mews, 
Abelard and Heloise, 164–165.
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each day in lectio divina.”99 Benedictine nuns across Western Europe 
during the Middle Ages would have read in this manner daily from 
a psalter, or other texts such as sermons or saints’ lives.100 This was a 
specific style of reading which
required a constant effort of recollection…assisted by 
material supports…such as colours of the rubrics, the 
small initials dividing the page, the marginal images of 
the ‘borders’, which, without necessarily having a literal 
relationship with the content of the text, could be associated 
mentally with the passages to be remembered.101
 Baudri de Bourgueil, a monk from the Loire region and active poet 
from the beginnings of the “long twelfth century,” writes to a young 
nun at the convent of Le Ronceray in Angers regarding this manner of 
reading. Baudri states
Meanwhile let the lectio divina soothe your cares; 
Pray write, read, and study poems. 
Let the page of the divine word be your subject, 
So that, frivolities being fled, the Lord be spoken of.102
 Noblewomen were also encouraged to read in this meditative manner, 
as suggested in the letter accompanying the book of prayers (Orationes 
sive Meditationes) sent to Matilda of Tuscany by Anselm of Bec, in the 
beginning of the twelfth century (1104).103 In his letter, Anselm advises 
Matilda of the proper way to read and mediate on these prayers.104 
Anselm writes
99 M. Dorothy Neuhofer, OSB, In the Benedictine Tradition: The Origins and Early Development 
of Two College Libraries (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 1999), 8. 
100 Sigmon, “Reading Like a Nun,” 83. 
101 Jean-Claude Schmitt, “Images and the Work of Memory, with Special Reference 
to the Sixth-Century Mosaics of Ravenna, Italy,” trans. Marie-Pierre Gelin, in Memory 
and Commemoration in Medieval Culture, eds. Elma Brenner, Meredith Cohen, and Mary 
Franklin-Brown (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 19. See also, Mary Carruthers, The Book of 
Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture, 2nd ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008); Carruthers, The Craft of Thought: Meditation, Rhetoric, and the Making of Images, 
400–1200 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998). 
102 Anselm of Canterbury, The Prayers and Meditations of St Anselm with the Proslogion, trans. 
with an introduction by Sister Benedictica Ward, S.L.G., foreword by R. W. Southern 
(London: Penguin Books, 1973), 89. Also, Belle S. Tuten, “Who was Lady Constance of 
Angers? Nuns as Poets and Correspondents at the Monastery of Ronceray d’Angers in the 
Early Twelfth Century,” Medieval Perspectives 19 (2004): 255–268.
103 Ferrante, “A Letter from Anselm, archbishop of Canterbury to Matilda of Tuscany, 
countess of Tuscany, duchess of Lorraine,” Epistolae, https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.
edu/letter/236.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
104 Some of the prayers written for Matilda by Anselm were new, some were adaptations 
of older prayers, originally written for monks. 
Since they were produced to excite the mind of the reader 
to the love or fear of God or to discussion of him, 
they should not be read swiftly or skimmed, 
but a little at a time with intense lingering meditation. 
Nor should the reader attempt to read the whole of any of them, 
but only as much as he feels suffices to excite the desire to pray, 
which is what they were made for.105
 However, Anselm introduced a new aspect to the physical features 
of the text he sends to Matilda, where her copy of the prayers includes 
illustrations, and thus promoted a new reading practice with selective 
elements.106 In the prologue to the prayers Anselm goes further, 
explaining his choice to break his text into sections, so “that one does not 
have to begin always at the beginning but wherever one wants, hence 
the division into parts and paragraphs, so he is not put off by frequent 
repetition.”107 Anselm’s choice to provide his female reader with defined 
sections of text which could be read in a non-sequential order shows 
that women shared in the beginnings of the developing “book fluency” 
which was an essential part of the “Twelfth Century Renaissance.”108 
 Although the evidence suggests that women in the twelfth century 
were engaging with books on some level, it is still not entirely clear what 
books the female reader in this period was using and how she used them. 
Barbara Newman has argued that the ideal female reader in the twelfth 
century is imagined in the nun-recluse: a woman living away from the 
world with the sole purpose of spiritual advancement, alone in her cell 
with her books.109 In contrast, Duncan Robertson sees the ideal reader as 
a royal or noble woman, such as Empress Agnes, Princess Adelaide, or 
Countess Matilda of Tuscany.110 Both these scholars draw from Anselm’s 
vision of a reader as “a literary individual with a book in hand in a private 
setting in which he or she may browse at leisure and at will,” a situation 
105 English translation taken from Epistolae, “A Letter from Anselm.”
106 Otto Pächt, “The Illustrations of St. Anselm’s Prayers and Meditations,” 81. 
107 Epistolae, “A Letter from Anselm.” 
108 Malcolm B. Parkes, Their Hands Before our Eyes: A Closer Look at Scribes, The Lyell Lectures 
Delivered in the University of Oxford 1999 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008). Erik Kwakkel, VIDI 
Project: Introduction, Turning Over a New Leaf: Manuscript Innovation in the Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance. http://www.hum.leiden.edu/lucas/research/news/manuscript-innovation.html 
(accessed 11 November 2017).
109 Barbara Newman, “Liminalities: Literate Women in the Long Twelfth Century,” in 
European Transformations: The Long Twelfth Century, eds. Thomas F. X. Noble and John 
Van Engen (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame, 2012), 356–358.
110 Robertson, Lectio Divina, 146. The countess Matilda of Tuscany (d. 1115) was evidently 
well educated as it is attested in her vita that she could speak German, French, and could 
read and write in Latin. Ferrante, “Matilda of Tuscany, countess of Tuscany, duchess of 
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which would have been possible in both court and convent milieus.111 The 
late eleventh-century monk Goscelin of St Bertin imagined the anchoress 
Eve of Angers as an “ideal” reader in her cell, with a book “propped 
open on her window sill.”112 Goscelin wrote the Liber confortatorius for Eve 
when she committed herself to the anchorite cell. In his work Goscelin 
proposes an “ambitious” reading list for Eve, including the Bible, works 
by Jerome, Augustine, Gregory, the Life of St Anthony, and other works 
of ecclesiastical history.113 This reading list presumes that as an anchorite, 
she had access to books which include these texts.114
 Thus, as demonstrated by the above examples, women, albeit of mostly 
an aristocratic background, had opportunities for education acquiring 
the skills to read and write. Noblewomen show a high level of education 
that included an interest in vernacular reading, revealing a shift in the 
normative definition of medieval literacy as a knowledge of Latin. Nuns 
utilized their education toward the production of books, requesting or 
copying needed manuscripts for their communities. In short, scholarly 
attention to the locations of learning, instances of “concealed education,” 
and varying levels of literacy have successfully challenged previous 
notions of medieval women’s illiteracy as commonplace.
4. TEXTUAL CULTURE – BOOK GENRES 
Jocelyn Wogan-Browne’s work on medieval women’s literary culture 
emphasizes how women were involved in numerous textual endeavors 
in the role of reader, patron, or scribe. Throughout the Middle Ages 
women’s engagement with the written word included a variety of reading 
interests such as “letters, lyrics, miracle collections, medical collections, 
lapidaries, bestiaries, encyclopedias, apocalypses, biblical paraphrase, 
biblical commentary, historiography, estates and other handbooks.”115 
Lorraine,” Epistolae, https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/29.html (accessed 11 
November 2017). Also, Thompson, The Literacy of the Laity, 71. 
111 Robertson, Lectio Divina, 146.
112 Goscelin of St Bertin, Liber confortatorius: The Book of Encouragement and Consolation, ed. 
Monika Otter (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2004), 12 no. 30 and 95–96.
113 Augustine’s Confessiones and De Civitate Dei, as well as Eusebius, Orosius, and Boethius. 
See Otter, Liber confortatorius, 96. 
114 Peter Damian (1007–1072), a monk who wrote to women in both court and convent, 
recommends in a letter to his sister that she should read Augustine’s City of God, Jerome 
on Daniel and the Apocalypse. His letter assumes the Latin literacy of his sister, and that 
she would have the available texts to read. See Joan M. Ferrante, “Women’s Role in Latin 
Letters from the Fourth to the Early Twelfth Century,” in The Cultural Patronage of Women, 
ed. June Hall McCash (Athens, GA: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 79; Ferrante, To 
the Glory of Her Sex: Women’s Role in the Composition of Medieval Texts (Bloomington: Indiana 
University, 1997), 56.
115 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives and Women’s Literary Culture, 1150–1300: Virginity 
The question arises regarding what genres were requested, read, owned, 
and copied by twelfth-century women. Common genres among royal and 
noble women include religious works, historical narratives, and secular 
texts such as poetry and romances. These works were commissioned by, 
or dedicated to, women for reasons ranging from political to personal. 
Epics and courtly romances were desired for entertainment, chronicles 
for dynastic support and memorial qualities, while religious texts might 
be requested for education or spiritual guidance.116 During the “Twelfth-
Century Renaissance,” these genres were increasingly produced in the 
vernacular as noted by McCash, Borland, Short, and other scholars.117 In 
direct connection, works in vernacular languages, both translations and 
new compositions in French, English, and German, emerged as a popular 
literary practice. Moreover, women living in monastic communities 
needed books for the daily rituals of convent life: liturgical texts in Latin 
such as Gospel books, psalters, graduales, and homilaries. Nuns in many 
monastic houses also had access to patristic works by authors such as 
Augustine and Jerome, and to the classical canon of texts by Horace, 
Ovid, Terence, and Virgil.118 The following will introduce those genres 
that stand out as commonly read by women during this period.119
HISTORY AND HAGIOGRAPHY
The two genres of history and hagiography have recently come to 
the forefront of studies on the reading habits of medieval women.120 
and its Authorizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 1. See also Roberta L. 
Krueger, “Female Voices in Convents, Courts and Households: the French Middle Ages,” 
in A History of Women’s Writing in France, ed. Sonya Stephens (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 10–40.
116 June H. McCash, “The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women: An Overview,” in The 
Cultural Patronage of Women, ed. June Hall McCash (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 1996), 21.
117 Jennifer Borland “Violence on Vellum; St Margaret’s Transgressive Body and 
its Audience” in Representing Medieval Genders and Sexualities in Europe: Construction, 
Transformation and Subversion, 600–1530, eds. Alison Moore and Elizabeth L’Estrange 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), 67–88, at 80. Ian Short, “Patrons and Polyglots, French 
Literature in Twelfth Century England,” in Anglo-Norman Studies, XIV. Proceedings from the 
Battle Conference 1991, ed. Marjorie Chibnall (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1991).
118 Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents in Late Medieval Germany (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009). Cyrus has paid special attention to the genres that 
nun-scribes in Late Medieval Germany preferred. 
119 For example, the anchorites/recluses Christina of Markyate and Eve of Wilton owned 
books given to them in dedication, not commission. Gabriela Signori, “Anchorites in 
German Speaking Lands,” in Anchoritic Traditions of Medieval Europe, ed. Liz Herbert 
McAvoy (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2010), 58. Signori writes, “After her death, the 
monastery kept the memory of the female anchorite alive in written ‘biography,’ liturgical 
practice, and other forms of veneration.” 
120 See Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “Powers of Record, Powers of Example; Hagiography and 
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During the twelfth century, aristocratic society, including women, were 
interested in the past and sought to read books that recounted history 
in a manner that they could read and understand.121 Chronicles were 
a common way of writing “history” during the Middle Ages, which 
told the stories of the foundations of kingdoms, the battles, conquests 
and defeats, the marriages, births, and deaths of medieval dynasties.122 
They were narratives of memory, supported by women through their 
interest in reading, commissioning, and copying this genre of book.123 
For instance, the Gesta Regum Anglorum by William of Malemsbury was 
originally commissioned by Matilda, queen of England, but was still 
unfinished at the time of her death in 1118. The manuscript was then 
re-dedicated to her daughter, the Empress Matilda (Maud), when it 
was completed years later (c. 1125), demonstrating women’s continued 
interest and support of this literary genre which went beyond the reading 
of basic religious texts necessary for daily worship.124 Scholars involved 
in the research of medieval history have long debated the categories as 
to what constitutes a historical text.125 Most scholarly discussion focuses 
on around the validity of these works as accurate historic evidence. 
However, for the present study, the accuracy behind the historical 
accounts contained in the text is not as important as the fact that they 
represent a genre and reading interest that women valued.
 Another genre that touches on history, religious devotion, and was 
often translated into vernacular languages is evidenced in the passio or 
Women’s History,” in Gendering the Master Narrative: Women and Power in the Middle Ages, eds. 
Mary Carpenter Erler and Maryanne Kowalski (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), 71–
93. Also, Robin Waugh, The Genre of Medieval Patience Literature: Development, Duplication and 
Gender (New York: Palgrave Macmillian, 2012). Certain works, such as the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, 
written in the ninth century, inspired other versions of recounting the past, such as the well-
known work by William of Malemsbury. Orderic Vitalis was also a prolific writer of “history,” 
composing both chronicles and vitae that told of the past activities of the kings of England.
121 Peter Damian-Grint, The New Historians of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Inventing 
Vernacular Authority (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1999). He looks at the corpus of 
vernacular literature.
122 Encomium Emmae Reginae by monk of St Omer (or St Bertin) British Library, Add. 33241, 
(c. 1041/2). Alistair Campbell, ed., Encomium Emmae Reginae (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998). Alice Sheppard, Families of the King: Writing Identity in the Anglo-
Saxon Chronicle (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004), 118. 
123 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Medieval Memory in Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008).
124 Rodney M. Thomson, William of Malmesbury (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1987), 36–37.
125 See David Dumville, “What is a Chronicle?” in The Medieval Chronicle II: Proceedings 
of the 2nd International Conference, ed. Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: Rodopi, The Medieval 
Chronicle Society, 1996), 16–17. Dumville does not consider Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 
Historia regum Britanniae a chronicle. Dumville is concerned about a “looseness of meaning” 
for designations such as chronicles, annales, historia or gesta.
vitae.126 Roger Ray comments, “when the typical medieval historicus or 
historigraphus went to work, he was likely to write not chronicles but 
saints’ lives, the most numerous and beloved form of the newly written 
historia.”127 These texts were essentially a “biography” of a historical 
person, often a saint or martyr, meant to be read as both a history and 
as an example of moralizing role models. They conveyed an idea of 
aspirational spirituality, highly desired as a model of emulation for both 
pious noblewomen and nuns.128 As an example of women’s interest 
in this genre, at the beginning of the “long twelfth century,” Abbess 
Ælfgyva of Barking (r. 1066–1086) commissioned the monk Goscelin of 
St Bertin to produce a number of vitae in Latin recounting the deeds 
and lives of the convent’s early abbesses Ethelburga, Hildelith, and 
Wulfhild, with the intention that these manuscripts were for her nuns to 
read.129 The reading of hagiographies was a primary interest of women 
in both court and convent, evidenced by more than twenty manuscripts 
commissioned, dedicated, or copied through women’s support during 
the twelfth century.130 The attention to this genre tells us that women 
held a specific interest in hagiography for devotional reading, as well as 
utilizing the written word to document their own histories.
LITURGICAL AND DEVOTIONAL
Perhaps representing the major genre of books belonging to women in 
the twelfth century were the liturgical and devotional books used daily.131 
Convent libraries held the liturgical books required for Mass, often 
owning a gradual, or antiphonary, a homiliary, breviary, or missal, some 
even copied within convent scriptoria. Gospel books were used in some 
cases by noblewomen for private, devotional reading, and represented a 
common book commissioned by women to donate as a gift to a church 
or monastery. However, within this genre the psalter stands out as the 
126 Mary Swan and Elaine M. Treharne, eds. Rewritting Old English in the Twelfth Century 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000). Maureen Barry McCann Boulton, Sacred 
Fictions of Medieval France: Narrative Theology in the Lives of Christ and the Virgin, 1150–1500 
(Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2015), 16.
127 Roger Ray, “Historiography,” in Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical 
Guide, eds. Frank Anthony, Carl Mantello, and A.G. Rigg (Washington DC: The Catholic 
University of America Press, 1999), 639–658, at 639.
128 Emma Campbell, Medieval Saints’ Lives: The Gift, Kinship and Community in Old French 
Hagiography (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2008), 5.
129 Jennifer N. Brown and Donna Alfano, eds. Barking Abbey and Medieval Literary Culture: 
Authorship and Authority in a Female Community (York, England: York Medieval Press, 2012). 
David Bell, The Catholic Historical Review 99, no. 4 (2013): 774–775.
130 For a list of these manuscripts, see Appendix.
131 Susan Boynton, Shaping a Monastic Identity: Liturgy and History at the Imperial Abbey of 
Farfa, 1000–1125 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2006), 3.
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predominant book owned and used by women in both the court and 
convent, as it could be read both in a devotional or liturgical manner. The 
Psalter was essential to the daily monastic ritual of performing the Divine 
Office, as well as the book most often used among noblewomen for their 
religious devotions.132 My corpus shows over thirty Psalters belonging 
to women in a court or convent context during the twelfth century.133 
Second to the preference for Psalters, evidence suggests that collections 
of sermons, such as the ones copied by twelfth-century nuns of Admont, 
made up a considerable portion of the books that nuns owned and read.134 
During their time spent in chapter or the refectory, nuns were reading 
from manuscripts of homiliaries, sermons, and Biblical commentaries.135
POETRY AND VERSE-EPISTLES
Poetry in the form of verse-epistles in the style of ars dictaminus was yet 
another literary genre both read and composed by women during this 
century. Correspondence in Latin between men and women held a 
tradition back to the letters of Church Fathers, such as Paul and Jerome. 
Further, the production of letters in Latin verse was thought to be a 
highly skilled, literate pursuit for men and women alike.136 To consider 
a letter as a form of literary production may seem foreign to our 
contemporary understanding of correspondence. However, during the 
Middle Ages, and especially in the twelfth century, the act of composing 
a letter carried with it the literary value similar to a carefully crafted 
132 Chrysogonus Waddell, “Reform of the Liturgy,” in Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth 
Century, eds. Robert Louis Benson, Giles Constable, Carol Dana Lanham, and Charles 
Homer Haskins (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1982), 98. For a discussion on the 
differentiation between biblical psalters and liturgical psalters, see Eric Palazzo, A History 
of Liturgical Books from the Beginning to the Thirteenth Century, trans. Madeline Beaumont 
(Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1998), 130.
133 See Appendix. 
134 Stephan Borgehammar, “Who Wrote the Admont Sermon Corpus – Gottfried the Abbot, 
His Brother Irimbert, or the Nuns?” in De l’homilie au sermon: Histoire de la predication medievale: 
Actes Du Colloque International de Louvain-la-Nueve (9–11 Juillet 1992), eds. Jacqueline Hamesse 
and Xavier Hermand (Louvain: Instiut d’études mediévales de l’Université Catholique de 
Louvain, 1993), 47–51, at 49. Also, Beverly M. Kienzle, “Defending the Lord’s Vineyard: 
Hildegard of Bingen’s Preaching Against the Cathars,” in Medieval Monastic Preaching, ed. 
Carolyn Muessig (Leiden: Brill, 1998). Hildegard of Bingen composed at least seventy-seven 
songs for her community to sing, in addition to her sermons written against the Cathars.
135 Beverly Mayne Kienzle, “Sermons and Preaching,” in Women and Gender in Medieval 
Europe: An Encyclopedia, ed. Margaret Schaus (New York and London: Routledge, 2006), 
736–740. Also, Carolyn Muessig, ed., Medieval Monastic Preaching (Leiden: Brill, 1998).
136 William Doremus Paden, Medieval Lyric: Genres in Historical Context (Urbana: University 
of Illinois Press, 2000), 4. Kevin Sean Whetter, Understanding Genre and Medieval Romance 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2008), 11. Andrew Galloway, Medieval Literature and Culture: A Student 
Guide (London and New York: Continuum, 2006).
treatise.137 Nuns in France and England during the twelfth century were 
proficient in this genre as attested by the verse-epistles produced by 
women like Muriel of Wilton, who resided at the Abbey of Ronceray 
in France followed by her time at Wilton Abbey in England, as well as 
other nuns from the Abbey of Ronceray who were in correspondence 
with monks from the Loire region during the “long twelfth century.”138 
In fact, a tradition developed of collecting those letters that best 
represented this genre into model texts for one to study and imitate. In 
essence, these collections became books for consultation. An example of 
this practice can be found in the fragment collection of letters produced 
by the nuns of Admont.139 The literacy required to read and write within 
this genre of poetry reminds us yet again of the varied reading interests 
and levels of literacy women engaged in during this period.
ROMANCE
The twelfth century also witnessed a developing interest in literary 
works presented in a style termed as romanz. This genre took as part 
of its make-up the poetry from the classical period joined with the 
new trend for narratives in languages other than Latin. Initially, these 
works were predominately written in French and composed in an octo-
syllabic verse style.140 Compositions ranged in topic from historical epics 
such as the Chanson de Roland, to more “fictional” topics which dealt 
with characters involved in court romance.141 Kevin Whetter notes 
the difficulty with “identification and characterization of romance as a 
specific genre of medieval literature” owing to the fact that works of this 
nature were an amalgamation of reading preferences toward genres of 
history and poetry already present in the textual culture of the early 
Middle Ages.142 Perhaps because of this, romance narratives became a 
popular genre with members of court, men and women alike, because 
they introduced an element of entertainment to historical literary works.
137 Joan M. Ferrante, To the Glory of Her Sex, Women’s Roles in the Composition of Medieval 
Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 31–34.
138 Jane Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 20. Also, Katherine Kong, Lettering the Self in 
Medieval and Early Modern France (Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2010) 15–38.
139 Alison I. Beach, “Voices from a Distant Land: Fragments of a Twelfth-Century Nuns’ 
Letter Collection” Speculum 77, no. 1 (2002): 34–54. I previously mentioned the poetry of 
Baudri of Bourgueil, who wrote verse-epistles in Latin to Adela of Blois. 
140 Books other than chivalric tales written in French were also described as “romances” 
due to the fact they were written in French and not Latin. See M. T. Clanchy, From Memory 
to Written Record, England 1066–1307 (Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2013), chap. 3.
141 Chretien de Troyes, fl. 1170–1190. Popular romance stories include Erec and Enide, 
Yvain and Laudine, and Guinevere and Lancelot.
142 Whetter, Understanding Genre, 1. 
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 Further, other narratives such as folklore and fables were considered 
to be romanz due to the language and style in which they were composed. 
Here, the work of Marie de France precedes that of Chrétien de Troyes 
and other (male) romance authors.143 The verse format of Marie’s lais, 
combined with their narrative of chivalry and romance, illustrates the 
difficulties in categorically defining genres. However, what is notable in 
spite of this fluidity of definition is the predominance of books which 
explore new genres, and were composed in vernacular languages, 
witnessed by the support of aristocratic female readers.
5. CONCLUSION
As a result of the intellectual development occurring during the 
Twelfth–Century Renaissance, books provided both cultural and 
symbolic capital, lending the owner a status of authority, or piety, 
and affirmed membership in a common textual culture.144 Although 
medieval women moved within a liminal space of this textual culture, a 
threshold between orality and writing, between literate and non-literate, 
the twelfth century witnessed the production of new manuscripts by 
and for women.145 Within the convent context, new texts and copies 
of liturgical and devotional standards were needed as a result of the 
expansion of religious communities for women during the twelfth 
century. At court, noblewomen’s reading preferences were focused on 
texts which supported their aristocratic heritage in the form of histories 
and romances intended to educate and entertain the readers. Both of 
these milieus demonstrated various levels of interest in reading works 
translated into vernacular languages such as poetry and romance, as well 
as chronicles and saints’ lives. The evidence suggests women were actively 
contributing to the intellectual renaissance of the period by supporting 
the production of literary works ranging from long-established texts in 
Latin to new genres and translations composed in vernacular languages. 
The following chapter will delve further into the books made for twelfth-
century women, presenting examples represented by these reading 
trends of women’s contribution to textual production whether through 
patronage, commission, dedication, or collection.
143 Marie de France, fl. 1160–1180. 
144 Mary Erler, “Devotional Literature,” The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, Vol. 
III (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 495. Also, Huneycutt, Matilda of 
Scotland, 125. 
145 Newman, “Liminalities: Literate Women,” 401.
Chapter Two
BOOKS MADE FOR WOMEN IN THE 
TWELFTH CENTURY – COURT
The previous chapter set the historical backdrop establishing how twelfth-century women, specifically those within a socio-economic context of convent or court, could acquire levels of 
literacy ranging from a basic knowledge of Latin used for liturgy, to 
reading books in a variety of genres written in Latin or vernacular. 
Building upon this foundation, this chapter introduces manuscripts 
made for noblewomen during the twelfth century, addressing how 
the books were acquired, as well as how they were used. The chapter 
is arranged into two main sections; first highlighting the books made 
in Latin, followed by books made in vernacular. The translation of 
Latin sources into vernacular becomes a guiding trend significantly 
connected to the literary patronage of twelfth-century aristocratic 
women throughout Western Europe.
 The range in subject, genre, and language of the manuscript evidence 
speaks to the breadth and depth of noblewomen’s contribution to 
twelfth-century written culture. This chapter will show that many of the 
books belonging to women at court reveal a strong interest in histories, 
religious texts, and poetry, with notable attention to works of romance 
and a demand for books in vernacular languages. Noblewomen, as active 
readers within a lay context, used their financial currency and social status 
to support the genres of texts they deemed entertaining, elucidating, or 
spiritually valuable. Women not only acquired books through dedication, 
but also actively supported written culture whether as patron of an author 
or through a direct commission of a book. Moreover, the variety of book 
genres indicates that noblewomen were engaged in personal reading 
interests such as romance or history, in addition to reading works of a pious 
nature. Each section of this chapter presents examples of manuscripts 
from my corpus which were made for women in a court setting, thus 
demonstrating noblewomen’s reading preferences, whether implicit or 
explicit, their agency in acquiring the books they found valuable, and their 
contribution to the textual culture of the Twelfth Century Renaissance.
 In 1982, Susan G. Bell stated in her valuable article that medieval 
women were “ambassadors of culture.”1 It becomes evident from Bell’s 
research, as well as from scholarship in the thirty–five years since her article 
appeared, that medieval women were specifically influential in the spread 
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of textual culture through dynastic, and especially matrilineal, networks 
during the “long twelfth century.”2 Owing to marriage alliances formed 
between royal and noble rulers, women’s textual culture expanded beyond 
regional domains and engaged new audiences.3 Noblewomen could exert 
their influence beyond the household through supporting the arts; often 
choosing textual pursuits acting as a patron to an author or scribe.4 Joan 
Ferrante argues for a broad perspective of what should be considered 
support of textual culture. Ferrante writes, “literary patronage can be both 
the active inspiring of works by setting specific subjects for composition 
or by asking questions that require treatises to answer them, and also the 
passive acceptance of works dedicated to or composed for the favor of the 
(female) patron.”5 This definition creates a space for the range of textual 
activities women in the twelfth century supported, while it further suggests 
the varying levels of authority and influence women held regarding the 
books they owned.6 As Elisabeth Tyler points out, “the commissioning of a 
Latin text was itself an assertion of authority,” especially when made by a 
woman.7 Thus, the books twelfth-century noblewomen owned, read, and 
shared helped to shape the textual culture around them.
1 Susan G. Bell, “Medieval Women Book Owners: Arbiters of Lay Piety and Ambassadors 
of Culture,” Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society 7 (1982): 742–768); Reprinted 
in Mary Erler and Maryanne Kowalski, eds. Women and Power in the Middle Ages (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1988). 
2 June Hall McCash, “The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women: An Overview,” in 
The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women, ed. June Hall McCash (Athens: University of 
Georgia Press, 1996), 9–12. Margaret Schaus, ed. Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: 
An Encyclopedia (London: Routledge, 2006), 259. 
3 Or the movement of a female community from a convent in one location to populate 
another.
4 For more on the patronage of art by twelfth-century women, see Christine Havice, 
“Women and the Production of Art in the Middle Ages: The Significance of Context,” in 
Double Vision: Perspectives on Gender and the Visual Arts, ed. Natalie Harris Bluestone (Plainsboro, 
NJ: Associated University Press, 1995), 67–94. Also, Marilyn Dunn, “Convents,” in Dictionary 
of Women Artists, Vol. 2, ed. Delia Gaze (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1997), 21–27, at 
27. For medieval women’s patronage of architecture, see Therese Martin, ed., Reassessing the 
Roles of Women as “Makers” of Medieval Art and Architecture (Leiden: Brill, 2012).
5 Joan M. Ferrante, “Women’s Role in Latin Letters from the Fourth to the Early Twelfth 
Century,” in The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women, ed. June Hall McCash (Athens: 
University of Georgia Press, 1996), 74. Ian Short argues for a distinction between the active 
and passive forms of patronage. See Ian Short, “Patrons and Polyglots: French Literature in 
Twelfth Century England,” in Anglo-Norman Studies XIV, Proceedings from the Battle Conference, 
1991, ed. Marjorie Chibnall (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1992), 231–232. Further, Short 
suggests a recognition of the special instances of vernacular patronage in the monasteries.
6 Madeline H. Caviness, “Anchoress, Abbess, and Queen: Donors and Patrons or 
Intercessors and Matrons?” in The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women, ed. June Hall 
McCash (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 105–155. Caviness comments that 
“ownership begins to sound a lot like patronage,” 106.
7 Elisabeth M. Tyler, “Talking about History in Eleventh-Century England: The Encomium 
Emmae Reginae and the court of Harthacnut,” Early Medieval Europe 13, no. 4 (2005): 359–
383, at 379.
 Mary Dockray-Miller posits two modes of patronage by noblewomen, 
from very little, where the “patroness” approves expenses and accepts 
the finished manuscript, to total control, where the patroness makes “all 
decisions about texts, design, colors, composition and presentation of the 
page.”8 Support of manuscript production displayed the wealth and piety 
of a woman in addition to her education and literary abilities. For example, 
Ermengard of Narbonne (d. 1197), in charge of the important trade city 
located on a bay of the Mediterranean, was known for her long history of 
literary support. During her fifty years as viscountess, she became known as a 
patron of poets, specifically the troubadours popular in Occitania, including 
a female trobairitz known as Azalais de Porcairagues, in a rare example of 
female-to-female patronage.9 The well-known contemporary troubadour 
poet Bernard de Ventadorn praised Ermengard’s learning, King Louis VII 
of France wrote to her acknowledging her political authority, and she is even 
mentioned in a Norse skaldic poem in the Orkneyinga Saga that tells of her 
love and support of lyric poetry.10 Ermengard exemplifies the ways twelfth-
century noblewomen used their literacy, social and economic status, and 
religious devotion to leave their mark on the textual culture of the period.
1. BOOKS WRITTEN IN LATIN FOR NOBLEWOMEN 
Since the early Middle Ages, aristocratic women acquired books through 
inheritance, as a dedication or gift, as well as through commission.11 
Noblewomen sought to have books made for them for variety of reasons, 
including political, religious, educational, or entertainment motives. An 
eleventh–century example of contribution to manuscript production is 
that of Queen Sancha of Spain (d. 1067). Her commissions represent the 
continuity of literary support by noblewomen in the High Middle Ages. 
Sancha commissioned a copy of Beatus of Liebana’s Commentary on the 
Apocalypse made by Facundus of Léon (c. 1047), a copy of the Etymologiae of 
St Isidore (c. 1047), as well as two prayerbooks.12 First, Sancha had the Libro 
de Horas de Fernando I y Sancha (c. 1055) made as a gift for her husband, King 
8 Mary Dockray-Miller, The Life and Books of Judith of Flanders (Farnham: Ashgate, 2015), 30.
9 Fredric L. Cheyette, Ermengard of Narbonne and the World of the Troubadours (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2004), 25; Cheyette, “Women, Poets, and Politics in Occitania,” 
in Aristocratic Women in Medieval France, ed. Theodore Evergates (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 136–178. Also, Eva Martin Sartori and Dorothy Wynne 
Zimmerman, eds. French Women Writers (New York: Greenwood Press, 1994), 499. 
10 Orkneyinga Saga: The History of the Earls of Orkney, Hermann Palsson and Paul Edwards, 
trans. (London: Hogarth Press, 1978). Also see “Ermengard of Narbonne, viscountess of 
Narbonne,” Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, http://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/
woman/5.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
11 Women were more likely to receive “moveable goods rather than land” as inheritance. 
See Dockray-Miller, The Life and Books of Judith of Flanders, 96. 
12 Facundus Beatus, Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, Vitrina 14–2 (1047); Etimologias de San Isidoro, 
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Ferdinand, and second, Liber canticorum et horarum (c. 1059) made for herself.13 
The prayerbook for her husband was completed under Sancha’s direction, 
representing an instance of a book commissioned by a woman specifically as a 
gift dedicated to a man. The prayerbook intended for Ferdinand, copied by 
the scribe Petrus and decorated by Fructuosus, provides two features which 
point to Sancha’s role in the manuscript’s commission: a donor portrait and a 
colophon.14 (Figs. 2 and 3) The second prayerbook, exclusively made for the 
personal use of Sancha, was inherited by her daughter, the Infanta Urraca 
(d. 1126), who added further texts thus making the book her own.15
 
Figure 2: Donor Portrait (fol. 6v: presently 3v) Libro de Horas de Fernando I y Sancha, 
Santiago de Compostela, Biblioteca de la Universidad, ms. 609/Res. 1 (1055).
 
El Escorial, Biblioteca del Real Monasterio, ms. & I 3 (1047); Libro de Horas de Fernando I y 
Sancha, Santiago de Compostela, Biblioteca de la Universidad, ms. 609/ Res. 1 (1055); Liber 
canticorum and horarum, Salamanca, Biblioteca General Universitaria, ms. 2668 (1059).
13 Therese Martin, Queen as King: Politics and Architectural Propoganda in Twelfth-Century Spain 
(Leiden: Brill, 2006), 57. Also, Emmanuelle Klinka, “ ‘Ego misera et peccatrix…’: El Liber 
mozarabicus canticorum et horarum” (Salamanca, ms. 2668), e-Spania [online], 13 June 
2012, put on-line 25 June 2012, http://e-spania.revues.org/21044 (accessed 11 November 
2017). For images and discussion of the visigothic script used in these manuscripts, see 
Ainoa C. Castro, http://litteravisigothica.com (accessed 11 November 2017).
14 Libro de Horas de Fernando I y Sancha, Santiago de Compostela, Biblioteca de la 
Universidad, Ms. 609/Res. 1 (1055), colophon on fol. 208v; acrostic on fol. 3r. See David 
L. Simon, “Late Romanesque Art in Spain,” in The Art of Medieval Spain, 500–1200, ed. 
John P. O’Neill (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1993), 290.
15 Ainoa C. Castro, “Codex of the month (VII): Santiago, BU, ms 609,” Littera Visigothica 
(April 2015), http://litteravisigothica.com/codex-of-the-month-vii-santiago-bu-ms-609/ 
(accessed 11 November 2017). Lucy Pick, “Rethinking Cluny in Spain,” Journal of Medieval 
Iberian Studies 5, no. 1 (2013): 1–17.
Figure 3: Libro de Horas de Fernando I y Sancha, Santiago de Compostela, Biblioteca 
de la Universidad, ms. 609/Res. 1 (1055). Detail of colophon (fol. 208v).
 Regarding a noblewoman’s reading practice, perhaps most interesting 
is Sancha’s commission of the commentary on the Apocalypse. Produced 
in Spain during the middle of the eleventh century, this was not a typical 
request from a (female) lay patron according to Williams, especially 
during this period, stating that although this copy remained at the 
palatine church of San Isidoro, it is “the only known Beatus Commentary 
not created for a monastery or convent.”16 The manuscript is richly 
illustrated, and includes a colophon on fol. 316r identifying Sancha’s 
support in its production, as well as an acrostic on fol. 7r which indicates 
her shared ownership of the book along with her husband.17 Sancha’s 
commission of the Apocalypse commentary reflects a preference to read 
in a similar devotional manner as done in religious communities.18
16 John Williams, “Commentary on the Apocalypse by Beatus and Commentary on Daniel 
by Jerome” in The Art of Medieval Spain, A.D. 500–1200, Parts 500–1200, ed. John P. 
O’Neil (New York: Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1993), 289. Wogan-Browne argues that 
illustrated apocalypse commentaries did not become a “new genre of lay patronage” in 
England until the early thirteenth century, “customized and formatted for both clerical 
and lay users.” Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “‘Cest livre liseez…chescun jour’: Women and 
Reading c. 1230–c. 1430,” in Language and Culture in Medieval Britain: The French of England, 
c. 1100–c. 1500, eds. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne et al. (York: York Medieval Press, 2009), 240.
17 Madrid, Biblioteca Nacional, Vitrina 14-2 (c. 1047); Acrostic fol. 7r: FREDENANDUS 
REX DEI GRA[TIA] M[EMO]R[I]A LIBER/SANCIA M[EMO]R[I]A L[I]BRI. Transcription 
taken from John Williams, “Fernando I and Alfonso VI as Patrons of the Arts,” Anales de 
Historia del Arte 2 (2011): 413–435, at 413. Also see Lucy K. Pick, “Liturgical Renewal in Two 
Eleventh-Century Royal Spanish Prayerbooks,” Traditio 66 (2011): 27–66. Simon, “Late 
Romanesque Art in Spain,” 289.
18 Another noblewoman, possibly Berenguela, Queen of Castile, donated a copy of Beatus 
of Liebana’s Apocalypse commentary to the monastery at Las Huelgas; Las Huelgas 
Commentary of Beatus, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M. 429 (c. 1220). “A colophon 
on fol. 184 reveals that it was made copied for a woman but gives no clues to her identity or 
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 Sancha’s collection of manuscripts show that she was interested in 
prayerbooks for piety, books for education, such as Isidore of Seville’s 
Etymologiae, and the richly illustrated Beatus to show her wealth and 
dynastic (Spanish) heritage. Moreover, the inclusion of colophons 
and acrostics in the manuscripts demonstrate Sancha’s agency in their 
production. The reading preferences, display of piousness and wealth, 
along with the acknowledgement of a woman’s role in book production 
as demonstrated here by the manuscripts belonging to Queen Sancha, 
will remain a guiding theme throughout the following examples in 
this chapter. Madeline Caviness points to the “…constant blurring of 
boundaries among patrons, donors, recipients, and users,” as especially 
important when discussing books made for noblewomen during the 
twelfth century.19 In fact, the “blurring of boundaries” among genre, 
format, and function of a manuscript belonging to a twelfth-century 
noblewoman should be factored in as well.
1.1 History 
CHRONICLES
A reading interest in the genre of history by noblewomen shows a 
support for their dynastic heritage and an understanding of how books 
could be of value to secure a particular woman’s own political place. In 
1110, Adela of Normandy, countess of Blois (d. 1137), commissioned a 
monk of Fleury, Hughes de St Marie, to make for her a copy of the Latin 
chronicle Historia ecclesiastica written by Orderic Vitalis.20 Adela likely 
used the book for its educational purposes, as well as for the book’s 
political, and even entertainment value. As the daughter of William the 
Conqueror, Adela would likely have been taught Latin and French. She 
acted as regent of Blois for both her husband and her sons for over 
two decades, composing and receiving plentiful correspondence from 
where she resided.” See Williams, “Commentary on the Apocalypse,” 293; Nigel Morgan, 
“Illustrated Apocalypses of Mid-Thirteenth-century England: Historical Context, Patronage 
and Readership,” in The Trinity Apocalypse: Trinity College Cambridge, MS R.16.2, eds. David 
McKitterick, Nigel J. Morgan, and Ian Short (London: The British Library, 2005), 5. Further, 
a thirteenth-century copy of the Liber Floridus, which includes the Apocalypsis depictus, Paris, 
Bibliothèque Nationale de France, MS lat. 8865 (c. 1250–1275) contains a letter by Blanche 
of Castile (fol. 188r); see Colum P. Hourihane, “Apocalypse,” in The Grove Encyclopedia of 
Medieval Art and Architecture, Volume 1, ed. Colum P. Hourihane (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2012), 120. The Lambeth Apocalypse, London, Lambeth Palace Library, MS 209 (c. 
1265–1274) was commissioned by Lady Eleanor de Quincy, Countess of Winchester, and has 
an image of a woman at fol. 48r; Wogan-Browne, “Cest livre liseez,” 240 n. 5.
19 Caviness, “Anchoress, Abbess and Queen,” 113.
20 Lynn K. Barker, “Ivo of Chartres and the Anglo-Norman Cultural Tradition,” in Anglo-
Norman Studies XIII, Proceedings of the Battle Conference 1990, ed. Marjorie Chibnall 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1990). 28. Adela’s copy was the second version of this 
work that Hugh produced.
political and religious dignitaries, such as Ivo of Chartres, Baudri of 
Bourgueil, and Anselm, archbishop of Canterbury.21
 Also early in the century, Matilda of Scotland (d. 1118), who was 
educated at Romsey Abbey by her aunt the Abbess Cristina, as queen 
of England commissioned William of Malmesbury to compose the Gesta 
regum Anglorum (c. 1125–1134), a book which recounted the history of 
the kings of England.22 In the dedicatory preface to the work, William 
states that Matilda “asked for a written account explaining the connection 
between the English royal family and the (Malmesbury) abbey’s founder 
St Aldhelm.”23 Matilda’s motivation behind her request for the book was 
probably political, suggesting that she wanted to read historical works 
that supported her aristocratic and religious affiliations. The book was 
unfinished at the time of the queen’s death, but once completed, was 
dedicated by William in c. 1134 to her daughter, Matilda (d. 1167), 
the former Holy Roman Empress. The continued association of this 
work with a female reader indicates the respect and influence tied to 
commissions by noblewomen, the political and social status that they 
exerted, as well as their sustained interest in historical genres. Moreover, 
Empress Matilda returned to England after the death of her husband in 
1125, with at least one book, the Latin World Chronicle by Ekkehard of 
Aura, which contains an image of her wedding feast.24 (Fig. 4) Matilda 
may have held an interest in keeping this book as a personal object of 
historical memory, bringing it with her back to England as part of her 
moveable goods. 
 
21 Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters “Adela, countess of Blois, Chartres, and Meaux,” http://
epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/21.html (accessed 11 November 2017). Also, Kimberley 
LoPrete, Adela of Blois, Countess and Lord (c. 1067–1137) (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2007).
22 William of Malmesbury, Gesta regum Anglorum, Oxford, Magdalen College, MS lat. 
172 (1125–1134). Queen Matilda was the sister-in-law to Adela, and may have known of 
Adela’s manuscript commission.
23 P. A. Hayward, “Medieval Primary Sources: Genre, Rhetoric and Transmission 
(Seminar Hist 424), Lancaster University, www.lancaster.ac.uk/staff/haywardp/hist424/
seminars/Malmesbury.htm (accessed 11 November 2017). Rodney M. Thomson, William 
of Malmesbury (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1987), 77. 
24 Ekkehard von Aura, World Chronicle, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, MS. 373 (c. 
1114–1125). Marjorie Chibnall, The Empress Matilda: Queen Consort, Queen Mother and Lady 
of the English (Oxford: Blackwell, 1991), 26. Considered “to be an autograph of Ekkehard 
and points out that the work is dedicated to Henry V, whose widow Matilda probably 
brought it to England (c. 1125).” Cited from Parker Library on the Web, “Ekkehard of Aura 
OSB, Ekkehardi Historia,” http://parkerweb.stanford.edu/parker/actions/manuscript_
description_long_display.do?ms_no=373 (accessed 11 November 2017).
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Figure 4: Ekkehard von Aura, World Chronicle, Cambridge, Corpus Christi College, 
MS. 373, c. 1114–1125, (fol. 95v). Image of Matilda and Henry’s wedding feast.25
SAINTS’ LIVES
Within the genre of history, I include accounts of the lives of Christian 
saints and martyrs, known collectively as saints’ lives or vitae.26 While not 
necessarily accurate accounts of historical events, the reading of the lives of 
the saints was both a spiritual and educational endeavor, often conveying the 
stories of the pious ancestors of a political dynasty or monastic foundation. 
Saints’ lives that told the narratives of women became especially popular 
for female readers.27 This reading preference demonstrates that during the 
twelfth century, women were interested in books about the life and deeds 
of women from past historical periods, which they could read for emulation 
and commemoration. For example, in addition to Matilda of England’s 
request for the Gesta by William of Malmesbury, she also commissioned a 
vita of her mother, Margaret, queen of Scotland, from the monk Turgot of 
25 Images online at DMS: Stanford’s Digital Manuscript Index, “Cambridge, Corpus Christi 
College, Parker Library, CCCC MS 373,” http://dms.stanford.edu/catalog/CCC373_
keywords (accessed 11 November 2017).
26 Felice Lifshitz, “Beyond Positivism and Genre: ‘Hagiographical’ Texts as Historical 
Narrative,” Viator 25 (1994): 95–114.
27 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “Saints’ Lives and the Female Reader,” Forum for Modern 
Language Studies 27 (1991): 314–332. Also, Margaret Cotter–Lynch and Brad Herzog, 
eds. Reading Memory and Identity in the Texts of Medieval European Holy Women (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
Durham.28 We can infer from this commission that Matilda was patron to 
more than one writer to produce her books, depending on the author’s area 
of expertise. Her commission to Turgot, who was her mother’s personal 
chaplain, is recounted in a letter from Turgot to Matilda where he agrees 
to her request for a written account, “so that you who knew the face of 
your mother too little might have a fuller knowledge of her virtues.”29 This 
suggests that Matilda wanted a book which commemorated the memory, 
piety, and social status of her mother, in spite of the fact Margaret was 
neither a confessor nor a martyr.30 This new interpretation of what was 
considered vitae was spurred by noblewomen’s desire to commemorate 
their own dynastic history.
 Similar to the manuscript considered above, the Vita Mathildis is a 
historical and spiritual account about Countess Matilda of Tuscany, 
composed by her personal chaplain.31 This work is unique in that it was 
produced with the intent that Matilda herself would read it. Donizo’s 
illustrated manuscript, recounting the ancestry and the deeds of the 
countess’ life, was finished and presented to Matilda just before her death 
in the summer of 1115. The book includes an image of Matilda acting 
as peacemaker during the Investiture Controversy between the Holy 
Roman Emperor Henry IV and Pope Gregory VII. The manuscript also 
includes a second image of Matilda in a dedication portrait, which shows 
her receiving the book from her chaplain, Donizo. Although Matilda may 
have been advanced in age when this manuscript was being produced, 
it is likely that she financially supported the production and possibly 
guided the choices made regarding physical features, as Verzar notes, 
specifically the portrayal of the images representing the repentance of the 
Emperor.32 (Figs. 5 and 6)
28 Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “Matilda of Scotland, queen of the English, 
A letter from Turgot, monk of Durham (1100)” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/
letter/800.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
29 Epistolae, “Letter from Turgot.”
30 Margaret was canonized in c. 1225.
31 Donizo, Vita Mathildis celeberrimae principis Italiae, Rome, Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 
Cod. Vat. Lat. 4922 (1115). Christine B. Verzar, “Picturing Matilda of Canossa: Medieval 
Strategies of Representation,” in Representing History, 900–1300: Art, Music, History, ed. 
Robert Allan Maxwell (Philadelphia: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 2010), 
73–91. Robert H. Rough, The Reformist Illuminations in the Gospels of Matilda, Countess of 
Tuscany (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1973), 12–15. Hourihane, The Grove Encyclopedia 
of Medieval Art, 252.
32 For a fuller account on the implications of this image, see Verzar, “Picturing Matilda of 
Canossa,” 76–77.
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Figure 5: Vita Mathildis; Rome, Bibliotecca Apostolica Vaticana, Cod. Vat. lat. 4922
(c. 1115), fol. 7v, Dedication Portrait.
 
Figure 6: Vita Mathildis; Rome, Bibliotecca Apostolica Vaticana, Cod. Vat. lat. 4922,
(c. 1115), fol. 49r, Repentance of Emperor.33
33 Images online at Feminae: Medieval Women and Gender Index, https://inpress.lib.uiowa.
edu/feminae/DetailsPage.aspx?Feminae_ID=31036 (accessed 11 November 2017). The 
abbot is Hugh of Cluny.
These examples of Latin vitae, both made for noblewomen and about 
noblewomen, represent not only an account of the pious and political 
role they held, but also their support and interest for reading books 
about women. David Herlihy notes the rarity of composing a vita of a 
woman who was not a saint.34 Yet, these two instances demonstrate how 
noblewomen used their social and political economy of patronage to 
produce the manuscripts they found important. Given that the twelfth 
century saw a rise in new positions of political power, noblewomen may 
have commissioned historical accounts in the form of vitae and chronicles 
to further secure their own political position, as well as memorialize 
their contributions for future readers.
1.2 religious Works
Returning to the perspective given by Joan Ferrante at the beginning 
of this chapter, women’s literary patronage can be both asking 
questions that require treatises to answer them, and works dedicated 
to or composed for a (female) patron.35 When considering books of a 
devotional or religious nature made for noblewomen, these two aspects 
defined by Ferrante are prominent in the following examples which 
show noblewomen’s continued participation in the textual culture of 
the twelfth century. Their requests to religious advisors for prayers or 
commentary on theological topics often resulted in a manuscript which 
directly addressed their devotional reading needs.36 In this section I 
will highlight examples of prayerbooks, Bibles, psalters, Gospel books, 
and sermons as instances of twelfth-century noblewomen’s contribution 
to manuscript production within the broad genre of “religious works.”
PRAYERBOOKS
Although the original manuscript is now lost, a surviving letter from 
Anselm of Canterbury to Princess Adelaide (sister to Adela, countess of 
Blois) refers to a book of prayers that Anselm of Canterbury dedicated 
to her c. 1071, which she had personally commissioned.37 As Rachel 
34 David Herlihy, ed., Women, Family and Society in Medieval Europe: Historical Essays, 1978–
1991 (Providence: Berghahn Books, 1995), 28.
35 Ferrante, “Women’s Role in Latin Letters,” 74. Ian Short argues for a distinction 
between the active and passive forms of patronage; Short, “Patrons and Polyglots,” 231–
232. Further, Short suggests a recognition of the special instances of vernacular patronage 
in the monasteries.
36 Jennifer C. Ward, English Noblewomen in the Later Middle Ages (New York: Routledge, 1992), 145.
37 Florilegium of the Psalms, LOST Manuscript. Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “A 
letter from Anselm of Bec (of Canterbury) (c. 1071) to Adelaide/Adeliza/Adelida, royal nun,” 
https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/383.html (accessed 11 November 2017). See 
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Fulton notes, Adelaide “requested from Anselm…an abbreviated 
cycle of prayers for herself and her household to follow, presumably 
under the direction of her private chaplain.”38 The letter states that the 
manuscript, “a little book,” contained a Florilegium of the Psalms along 
with seven prayers, one of which was a prayer to Mary Magdalene, which 
Anselm suggested be read in a meditative, contemplative manner.39 Also 
in the letter, Anselm writes that the book he has sent to her “is not 
encrusted with gold and gems,” suggesting that this was a commonly 
known way books were made for noblewomen of her status.
 Following this, Anselm dedicated a version of his Orationes sive 
Meditationes (Prayers and Meditations) in c. 1104 to the Countess Matilda 
of Tuscany. Politically prominent for her role in the Investiture 
Controversy, Matilda was also a patron of the arts, which included 
the support of manuscript production.40 She personally requested a 
collection of prayers from Anselm through a correspondence they 
maintained.41 The resulting manuscript sent by Anselm was intended 
for Matilda’s devotional reading.42 As discussed in chapter one, the 
letter Anselm sent back to Matilda along with his manuscript (now lost) 
included instructions on the way the prayers were meant to be read, 
giving a description of affective meditation for a noblewoman to follow.43
also, R. W. Southern, Saint Anselm and his Biographer: A Study of Monastic Life and Thought 
1059–1130 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1963). And Sally N. Vaughn, 
Archbishop Anselm 1093–1109: Bec Missionary, Canterbury Primate, Patriarch of Another World 
(London: Routledge, 2016).
38 Rachel Fulton, From Judgment to Passion: Devotion to Christ and the Virgin Mary, 800–1200 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 170.
39 Fulton, From Judgement to Passion, 148 and 240–241. 
40 Verzar, “Picturing Matilda of Canossa,” 80. Matilda also commissioned two vitae of 
Anselm of Lucca, her appointed spiritual advisor, from two separate scribes. The first was 
assigned to a follower of Anselm’s named Bardone, while the second was commissioned 
to Anselm’s successor, Bishop Rangerio. Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “Matilda 
of Tuscany, countess of Tuscany, duchess of Lorraine,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.
edu/woman/29.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
41 Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “Matilda of Tuscany, countess of Tuscany,” 
https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/29.html (accessed 11 November 2017). 
Anselm was a prominent correspondent with women, both noble and nun, during his 
time as Archbishop of Canterbury. 
42 The Prayers and Meditations of St. Anselm, LOST Manuscript. Anselm of Canterbury, The 
Prayers and Meditations of St. Anselm with Proslogion, trans. and intro. Sister Benedicta Ward, 
fwd. R. W. Southern (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973), 172–173 and 51–56. 
Eileen C. Sweeney, Anselm of Canterbury and the Desire for the Word (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2012), 13. The prayers were initially composed for 
monks between 1063 and 1078 when Anselm was prior of Le Bec. See Sally N. Vaughn, 
“St. Anselm and Women,” in The Haskins Society Journal Studies in Medieval History, ed. 
Robert Patterson (London: The Hambeldon Press, 1990), 83–93. Duncan Robertson, 
Lectio Divina: The Medieval Experience of Reading (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2011), 
n. 21. Verzar, “Picturing Matilda,” 80. 
43 Epistolae: Medieval Women’s Latin Letters, “A letter from Anselm, Archbishop of Canterbury,” 
 Otto Pächt has argued that the manuscript made for Matilda was 
illustrated, thus adding a further dimension to her practice of devotional 
reading.44 Originally, the Prayers and Meditations was written by Anselm 
for monks, and probably did not include elaborate decoration. The 
addition of images demonstrates the care made in the book for Matilda, 
in accordance with the social status of the noble patron, and perhaps her 
desire for a book with images to better focus her devotion.45 Further, 
Matilda’s spiritual advisor, Anselm of Lucca, composed at least five 
prayers specifically for her to supplement her devotional reading.46 The 
content, form, and intended use of the prayerbooks made for Adelaide 
and Matilda demonstrate a shared focus toward reading that was 
intended to be done in private, similar to the manner of slow meditation 
alike to lectio divina practiced in the monasteries, yet with features that 
promoted selective reading. 
GOSPEL BOOKS
Returning to the early margins of the “long twelfth century,” there is 
evidence of several Gospel books made for noblewomen, and acquired 
through dedication or commission. First, although an enigmatic 
example, a “treasure binding” now held at the New York Metropolitan 
Museum of Art includes an inscription surrounding the ivory 
centerpiece which names Felicia, queen of Aragon and Navarre (d. 
1085), as the owner, or at least patron, of the manuscript the bindings 
once covered.47 Scholars have connected the binding to an evangeliary, 
now lost, that Felicia is known to have donated to the community of 
Benedictine nuns she established at Santa Cruz de la Serós.48 The use 
https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/236.html (accessed 11 November 2017). The 
letter to Matilda is different than the prologue Anselm wrote for the original set of prayers. 
See also, Sarah McNamer, Affective Meditation and the Invention of Medieval Compassion 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2010).
44 Otto Pächt, “The Illustrations of St. Anselm’s Prayers and Meditations,” The Warburg 
and Courtald Institutes 19 (1956): 68–83. Images and use of reading aids will be further 
discussed in Chapter Five.
45 Rachel Fulton, From Judgment to Passion, 172. The Prayers and Mediations given to Matilda 
would prove a popular book during the following decades, especially in a convent context. 
46 Andre Wilmart, “Cinq textes de priere composes par Anselme de Lucques pour la 
Comtesse Mathilde,” Revue d’Ascetique et de Mystique 19 (1938): 23–72; as cited in Duncan 
Robertson, Lectio Divina: The Medieval Experience of Reading (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical 
Press, 2011), n. 21. Matilda’s spiritual advisor Anselm of Lucca, was “appointed” to her 
by Pope Gregory VII.
47 Book cover for Gospel of Queen Felicia, New York, The Metropolitan Museum of Art, acc. 
no. 17.190.33 and 17.190.134 (c. 1085). The Metropolitan Museum of Art, http://www.
metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/464306 (accessed 11 November 2017).
48 William Wixom, “Byzantine Art and the Latin West,” in The Glory of Byzantium: Art and 
Culture of the Middle Byzantine Era, A.D. 843–1261, eds. Helen C. Evans and William D. 
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of precious metals, stones, and the ivory centerpieces would visually 
indicate the wealth and piety of the manuscript’s patron. It is possible 
that Queen Felicia used the evangeliary for her personal devotion, or 
she commissioned it with the intention of donation to the convent’s book 
collection. Either way, adding her inscription to the binding assured the 
queen’s commemoration as a patron of books.
 Similarly, the Gospel lectionary belonging to Margaret of Scotland, 
queen of England (d. 1093), may not have been made for her expressly, 
but it belonged to her for some years, and is recounted in her vita as her 
“most favorite book to read.”49 Margaret would have used this book for 
her personal devotional reading. The vita describes the book as having a 
jeweled binding, gold lettering, and full-page images of the evangelists. 
Margaret’s Gospel book, now held at the Bodleian Library, Oxford, 
corroborates this account where on fol. 1v, a description is supplied 
in a twelfth-century hand. However, the original binding no longer 
accompanies the manuscript. The possibility it once had a treasure 
binding, added to the use of gold and decoration, shows the value of 
the book and Margaret’s role as an aristocratic reader.
 Countess Judith of Flanders (d. 1094) also utilized her social and 
financial currency to shape the manuscripts she commissioned.50 The 
Gospels of Judith of Flanders is a set of four books commissioned by 
Judith and produced sometime around 1051–1064; three of the Gospel 
books were part of her donation to Weingarten Abbey upon her death 
in 1094.51 Two of the four manuscripts still retain their luxury bindings, 
which presumably all originally had, and all four are richly decorated with 
Wixom (New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1997), 466. Also, Janice Mann, 
Romanesque Architecture and its Sculptural Decoration in Christian Spain, 1000–1120: Exploring 
Frontiers and Defining Identities (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2009), 93.
49 Gospel Lectionary of Margaret of Scotland, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Lat. liturg. f. 5 
(1050–1060). Richard Gameson, “The Gospels of Margaret of Scotland and the Literacy 
of an Eleventh-Century Queen,” in Women and the Book: Assessing the Visual Evidence, 
eds. Jane H. M. Taylor and Lesley Smith (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 1996), 
149–171. Margaret also possibly donated to Durham “a copy of the Gospels written in 
letters of silver”. See W. Forbes-Leith, ed., The Gospel Book of St Margaret, Being a Facsimile 
Reproduction of St Margaret’s Copy of the Gospels Preserved in the Bodleian Library Oxford 
(Edinburgh: David Douglas, 1896), 5.
50 Gospels of Judith of Flanders, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS. 708 (1051–1064); 
Gospels of Judith of Flanders, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS. 709 (1051–1064); 
Gospels of Judith of Flanders, Fulda, Hessische Landesbibliothek, Aa 21 (1051–1064); 
Gospels of Judith of Flanders, MonteCassino, Archivio della Badia, MS BB 437 (1051–1064).
51 Patrick McGurk and Jane Rosenthal, “The Anglo-Saxon Gospelbooks of Judith, Countess 
of Flanders: Their Text, Make-up and Function,” Anglo-Saxon England, 24 (1995): 251–
308. Also, Mary Dockray-Miller, The Books and the Life of Judith of Flanders (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2015), 29. One of Judith’s Gospel manuscripts ended up in MonteCassino during 
the same century. See Meta Harrsen, “The Countess Judith of Flanders and the Library of 
Weingarten Abbey,” Papers of the Bibliographical Society of America, 24 (1930): 1–13.
illuminations, rubrics in gold, and full-page miniatures of not only the 
evangelists, but of Judith herself in the frontpieces of two manuscripts.52 
One is found in the manuscript held at the Pierpont Morgan Library, 
MS M. 709; on fol. 1v Judith is shown at the foot of the cross. The second 
image is in the manuscript now held at the Hessische Landesbibliothek in 
Fulda; on fol. 2v Judith is depicted as giving the book to Jesus. (Fig. 7) 
 The study of these manuscripts by McGurk and Rosenthal in 1995, 
and the more recent work of Mary Dockray-Miller, indicate the unique 
structure of all four of Judith’s Gospel books; they do not have the 
standard canon tables as an introduction, but begin directly with an 
image and text, and further leave out large passages common to other 
Gospel books. McGurk and Rosenthal deem this a “deliberately selected 
‘package’ of texts,” copied primarily by one scribe.53 These choices 
may indicate Judith’s preferences and influence over the collection’s 
production. Scholarship further suggests that the unusual arrangement 
of the Gospel texts could imply these books were made for use in Judith’s 
chapel (capella), and that of the four, the manuscript now located in 
Montecassino was intended for Judith’s personal use.54 This argument 
is based on the texts included in this Gospel book, which “were chosen 
deliberately for their suitability for personal reading,” along with 
“sections devoted to women, which could be regarded as appropriate 
for a female patron.”55 
 Judith may have actively directed the production of these books, 
influencing how the images and decoration in the manuscripts portrayed 
her piety and political status, as well as selecting texts that reflected her 
reading preferences. Since the donor-portraits of Judith were included 
in the books used in the chapel, and not in the manuscript she used 
for personal reading, the images would have been viewed, and thus 
remembered, by others in her court.56 The jeweled bindings and gold 
lettering demonstrate how the physical object itself was meant to display 
52 Treasure bindings remain on the Morgan manuscripts, M. 709 and M. 708. The jewels 
are now modern replacements. McGurk and Rosenthal, “The Anglo-Saxon Gospelbooks 
of Judith,” 272–273.
53 McGurk and Rosenthal, “The Anglo-Saxon Gospelbooks of Judith,” 255. The collection 
was copied by two scribes, one who is prominent in all four manuscripts, writing in English 
Caroline minuscle, and a second, less skilled scribe who only worked on two of the four 
manuscripts. See McGurk and Rosenthal for a full discussion of the scribal hands, their 
possible exemplars, and their mistakes or omissions. 
54 MonteCassino, Archivio della Badia, MS BB 437 (1051–1064). McGurk and Rosenthal, 
“The Anglo-Saxon Gospelbooks of Judith,” 274. Francis Newton, The Scriptorium and 
Library at Monte Cassino, 1058–1105 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 
233–252.
55 McGurk and Rosenthal, “The Anglo-Saxon Gospelbooks of Judith,” 272–273.
56 Dockray-Miller, The Books and Life of Judith of Flanders, 29.
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Judith’s role as a noble patron. Further, Judith also owned two illuminated 
Gospel books which she acquired from Winchester Abbey.57 Judith 
supported the acquisition and production of books which addressed the 
liturgical needs of her chapel as well her own reading preference for a 
book which she could use for personal religious devotion.
Figure 7: Gospels of Judith of Flanders – Donor Images; (top) New York, Pierpont Morgan 
Library, MS M. 709, fol. 1v. (bottom) Fulda, Hessische Landesbibliothek, Aa 21, fol. 2v.58
 The daughter-in-law of Judith of Flanders, the Countess Matilda of 
Tuscany (d. 1115) discussed above, also commissioned a Gospel book. 
Matilda requested a luxury Gospel book to be made for the Benedictine 
monastery of San Benedetto di Polirone, to be copied by the community’s 
scribes, sometime between 1099 and 1109.59 Befitting the commission of a 
noblewoman, the manuscript was highly decorated, and produced in a large 
format (342mm x 225mm). It also includes a canon table, which indicates 
57 Susan M. Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power in the Twelfth-Century Anglo-Norman 
Realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 36.
58 Gospel book, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS. M 709, fol. 1v. Image source: 
https://thejesusquestion.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/crucifixion-weingarten-gospels.jpg 
(accessed 22 January 2018) and http://www.themorgan.org/collection/gospel-book/128484/4 
(accessed 22 January 2018). Gospel book, Fulda, Hessische Landesbibliothek, Cod. Aa 21, 
fol. 2v. Image source: The Image Source: PBS Learning Media to Bridgeman Images 
(New York: New York, 2018). (accessed 11 November 2017).
59 Gospel book, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M. 492 (1090s). Curatorial 
description of the manuscript is online at The Morgan Library & Museum, CORSAIR 
a specific purpose for communal use likely as a display manuscript, rather 
than a book for individual reading. (Fig. 8) Matilda further bequeathed 
her personal library to San Benedetto upon her death.60
Figure 8: Gospel of Matilda of Tuscany, New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M. 492 
(1075–1099). Left: Opening (fol. 13r), Right: Cleansing of the Temple (fol. 84r).
 Equally, Matilda of England (the former Holy Roman Empress) also 
owned Gospel books which she donated to the monastery of Le Bec. In 1134, 
she gave two “gospelbooks studded with gems,” and at her death in 1167, 
the monastery received the “books from her chapel.”61 The description 
of the Gospel books she donated shows yet again the luxury production 
of a manuscript made for a noblewoman. Moreover, Matilda’s bequests 
Online Collection Catalog, corsair.themorgan.org (accessed 11 November 2017). See Sir 
George Warner, Gospels of Matilda, Countess of Tuscany 1055–1115, Nineteen Plates in Gold 
and Colour and Twelve in Monochrome from the Manuscript Library of John Pierpont Morgan. 
Privately printed for presentation to the Roxburgh Club (New York, 1917), 10. Images 
from The Morgan Library & Museum, Medieval & Renaissance Manuscripts, http://ica.
themorgan.org/manuscript/page/23/133203 (accessed 11 November 2017).
60 Warner, Gospels of Matilda, 13. Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power, 36. The Abbey of 
San Benedetto was founded by Matilda’s grandfather, and she was known as its patroness. 
61 Elisabeth van Houts, Memory and Gender in Medieval Europe, 900–1200 (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 1999), 117.
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show her awareness that the donation of manuscripts to a favored monastic 
community would secure her status and perpetual commemoration.
 The examples presented tell us that Gospel books made for noblewomen 
represented in a physical way a woman’s status and piety; a material object that 
would act as a remembrance of her contribution to manuscript production 
during the twelfth century. Whether the books were used for communal or 
personal reading, the addition of donor portraits, inscriptions, and treasure 
bindings show the active influence women exerted as patron and reader. 
Further, the donation or dedication of books from noblewomen’s private 
book collections shows the agency these women held over their personal 
belongings, especially the valued status of owning books.
BIBLES
The Bible was regarded as the most important book throughout the 
Middle Ages, yet it was not common to own a personal copy. Bible 
manuscripts were often produced in multiple volumes, in a large 
format meant for display. The commission and donation of a Bible 
was considered a prestigious endeavor, and many of the most lavish 
Bibles were produced under the patronage of the royal and noble 
classes. It is not until the end of the century that we have evidence of 
Bibles specifically produced for the use of a female reader. Of the two 
examples from my corpus, both represent the quality production that 
would have been attributed to such an important book, made for an 
important noble female reader. These two Bible manuscripts, although 
separated by distance and stylistic influences from both the north and 
south of Europe, each demonstrate a high-level decoration, where the 
images are just as important as the text. This style of manuscript has 
been often referred to as a (moralized) “picture-bible.”62
 First, produced c. 1199–1212, a richly illustrated copy of the Pamplona 
Bible was made for a female member of the royal court of King Sancho el 
Fuerte of Navarre.63 Known as the Second Pamplona Bible, the manuscript 
contains 976 full- and half-page miniatures, with only two to five lines of 
Latin text on each folio.64 Scholars have argued that the emphasis placed 
62 Gerald B. Guest, “Picturing Women in the First Bible Moraliseé,” in Insights and 
Interpretations: Studies in Celebration of the Eighty-fifth Anniversary of the Index of Christian Art, 
ed. Colum Hourihane (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2002), 106–130.
63 Second Pamplona Bible, Augsburg Universitätbibliothek (Fürstlich Oettingen-
Wallersteinschen Bibliothek), Cod. I.2.4.15 (c. 1199–1212). The companion manuscript is 
known as Pamplona Bible I, Amiens, Bibliothèque Communale, MS Latin 108 (c. 1194–1197).
64 Digital facsimile available at Augsburg, UniversitätBibliothek Digitale Sammlungen, 
http://digital.bib-bvb.de/R/?func=dbin-jump-full&object_id=6993141&local_
base=UBA&pds_handle=GUEST&bvb=suma (accessed 11 November 2017).
on the stories of women in this Bible manuscript, thirty-nine female 
saints in eighty-three illustrations, indicate it was meant to address the 
interests of a female reader.65 Troncerelli posits that the book was made 
as a wedding gift for Sancho’s sister, Berenguela (d. 1230), or perhaps 
for his mother, Sancha of Castile (d. 1208).66 
 Approximately a decade later, the well-known, richly decorated Bibles 
moralisées (c. 1223–1230) produced in France, were initiated under 
the patronage of Blanche of Castile (d. 1252).67 Copied into multiple 
volumes over several decades, the Bible manuscripts were, according 
to John Lowden, made “at the command and expense” of Blanche, for 
the purpose of education as well as creating a textual legacy for her son 
and his court.68 Blanche’s role as patron is evidenced by the dedication 
page from the manuscript held at the Pierpont Morgan Library, which 
contains an illuminated image of Blanche portrayed alongside her 
son, Louis IX (fol. 8r).69 In addition, as Gerald Guest points out, of the 
two earliest exemplar manuscripts in this collection, Vienna, ÖNB ms. 
2554 was “tailored to a specific reader.”70 Guest has argued that this 
manuscript was created for Blanche’s personal use owing to the fact 
65 Jennifer Borland, “Violence on Vellum: St Margaret’s Transgressive Body and 
its Audience,” in Representing Medieval Genders and Sexualities in Europe: Construction, 
Transformation, and Subversion, 600–1530, eds. Elisabeth L’Estrange and Alison More 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 84 and no. 55. Also, Madeline H. Caviness, Visualizing 
Women in the Middle Ages: Sight, Spectacle, and Scopic Economy (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2001), 108. François Bucher, The Pamplona Bibles: A Facsimile Compiled 
from Two Picture Bibles with Martyrologies Commissioned by King Sancho El Fuerte of Navarra 
(1194–1234): Amiens Manuscript Latin 108 and Harburg Ms. I.2. Lat.4015 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 1971), 37.
66 Fabio Troncarelli, “Teste David cum Sibylla: The Tiburtine Sibyl at the Court of Sancho 
el Fuerte,” in Joachim of Fiore and the Influence of Inspiration: Essays in Memory of Marjorie E. 
Reeves (1905–2003), ed. Julia Eva Wannenmacher (Farnham: Ashgate, 2013), 104.
67 Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex 2554 (c. 1220); Vienna, 
Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, Codex 1179 (c. 1220); Toledo, Tesoro del Catedral, 
Mss. 1–3 and New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, Ms M. 240 (c. 1230); Oxford, 
Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 270b – Paris, BnF, MS Latin 11560 – London, British 
Library, MSS Harley1526 and 1527 (c. 1240). Alexandra Gajewski, “The Patronage 
Question Under Review: Queen Blanche of Castile (1188–1252) and the Architecture of 
the Cistercian Abbeys at Royaumont, Maubuisson, and Le Lys,” in Reassessing the Role 
of Women as “Makers” of Medieval Art and Architecture, ed. Therese Martin (Leiden: Brill, 
2012), 197–244, at 198–199. Blanche is also credited with the donation of a Bible (Paris, 
BnF, lat. 14397), to St Victor Abbey in Paris; see Hourihane, “Apocalypse,” 515.
68 John Lowden, “Beauty or Truth? Making a Bible Moralisée in Paris Around 1400,” 
in Patrons, Authors and Workshops: Books and Book Production in Paris Around 1400, eds. 
Godfried Croenen and Peter F. Ainsworth (Louvain: Peeters, 2006), 205; Lowden, The 
Making of the Bibles Moralisées; vol. 1 The Manuscripts (Philadelphia: The Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2000), 4–5 and 132. 
69 New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, M. 240 (c. 1230) fol. 8r.
70 Guest, “Picturing Women,” 109. Vienna, ÖNB, 1179 is the Latin version.
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this volume was written in vernacular French, along with an emphasis 
on the stories and images of Biblical women.71 Further, the Oxford – 
Paris – London manuscript (c. 1240) was likely made as a wedding gift 
for Marguerite of Provence at the behest of Blanche of Castile.72 These 
examples tell us that noblewomen shaped their reading preferences 
by focusing on the portrayals of women in the Bible, thus providing 
a guide for emulation. Further, they demonstrate how women shared 
a textual culture and reading practice through the gifting of books 
between noblewomen.
SERMONS
Rather than being read aloud in a communal setting, as was common 
within the convent, sermons composed for noblewomen were written 
expressly to address the concerns of an individual noble female reader 
and would likely have been read in a private manner. In the early margins 
of the “long twelfth century,” John of Fécamp provided the Holy Roman 
Empress, Agnes of Poitou (d. 1077), with a sermon on widowhood (c. 
1060).73 In the letter that accompanied the sermon, he comments how 
it was at her request that he should “collect bright and brief words from 
scriptures” for her personal reading as she retired to a convent in Rome.74 
Another example of a sermon manuscript meant to specifically address 
the reading needs of a noblewoman was made for Ermengarde of Anjou, 
countess of Brittany (d. 1147). Robert d’Arbrissel produced a sermon (c. 
1109) at the request of Ermengarde that provided her with “a regime of 
prayer and spiritual advice” when she was seeking an annulment of her 
first marriage.75 Robert d’Arbrissel writes to Ermengarde: “So when you 
are occupied with much business, make short prayers. In the morning hear 
the canonical hours properly: Matins, Prime, Terce, Sext, None, and later 
Vespers and Compline. Hear the hours of the Blessed Virgin everyday.” 
76 According to Bruce Venarde, the text addresses Ermengarde in the 
style of a letter, yet still shows the rhetorical technique of a sermon, “using 
71 Guest, “Picturing Women,” 108. Text contains Genesis to 4 Kings 8. Vienna, ÖNB, 
2554 is a large book, measuring 345 x 260mm.
72 London, British Library, Harley ms. 1526 and ms. 1527 (c. 1240).
73 John of Fécamp also sent a sermon for the nuns the Empress resided with at the convent 
in Rome.
74 Epistolae, Medieval Women’s Latin Letters “A Letter from Jean de Fécamp to Agnes of Poitiers, 
empress,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/129.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
75 Constant J. Mews, “The Speculum dominarum (Miroir de Dames) and Transformations of 
the Literature of Instruction for Women in the Early Fourteenth Century,” in Virtue Ethics for 
Women, 1250–1500, eds. Karen Green and Constant J. Mews (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011), 17.
76 Sarah Hamilton, Church and People in the Medieval West (New York: Routledge, 2013), 228.
77 Robert of Arbrissel, A Medieval Religious Life, trans. Bruce L. Venarde (Washington DC: 
abundant quotation of and allusion to Christian scripture.”77 Ermengarde 
was active as regent for Brittany while her husband was on Crusade, she 
herself traveled to Jerusalem where her brother was married to Queen 
Melisende, and she held strong connections to the Abbey of Fontevraud, 
visiting there more than once.78 As such, Robert’s Sermo presents “advice 
to a privileged woman on how to fuse Christian practices and ideals with 
a busy life in the aristocratic milieu.”79
 At the end of the century, Countess Blanche of Navarre (d. 1229) 
sent a letter to the Cistercian monk, Adam de Perseigne, asking him to 
send her a copy of his sermons. In the reply accompanying his work, 
Adam points out that he has written his sermon in Latin, so that his 
words would not lose meaning in translation.80 His comment suggests 
that Blanche could read both Latin and vernacular texts.81 From the 
examples I have highlighted, it is evident that noblewomen requested 
manuscripts in the style of monastic sermons to be made for them 
as part of their reading repertoire. These books provided advice or 
instruction from religious advisors for women in positions of power, 
and represented an important means of communication, as well as 
shared textual culture between the court and the church.
PSALTERS
Of the manuscripts made for noblewomen during the twelfth century, 
the Latin psalter represents the most prominently read book owing 
to its use as both a devotional and educational text. Deriving from a 
court milieu within Western Europe, at least fifteen psalter books are 
attributed as belonging to an aristocratic woman during the twelfth 
century.82 The surviving manuscripts primarily represent luxury 
productions: books with high-quality illuminations, some with treasure 
bindings, similar to the Gospel books discussed above. We must keep 
in mind that manuscripts with these decorative features, along with the 
attribution to a court context, whether belonging to a woman or man, 
likely influenced the books rate of survival. 
The Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 71. Sermo domni Roberti de Arbruessello ad 
comitissam Britanniae.
78 Epistolae, “Letter from Robert d’Arbrissel to Ermengard of Anjou, countess of Brittany,” 
https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/31.html (accessed 11 November 2017). 
79 Arbrissel, A Medieval Religious Life, 68. 
80 Epistolae, “A letter from Adam, abbot of Perseigne to Blanche of Navarre, Countess 
of Champagne,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/749.html (accessed 11 
November 2017).
81 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 178. Adam of Perseigne also wrote in Latin to Alix, 
countess of Chartres.
82 By their “common name”: Saint-Évroult Psalter, St Albans Psalter, Melisende Psalter, 
Helmarhausen Psalter, Laurette Psalter, St Fuscien Psalter, Fécamp Psalter, Ingeborg 
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 Noblewomen acquired psalters through various means, including 
inheritance, as a gift, or as acting as patron providing social and financial 
support toward production. During the Middle Ages, the psalter held 
a prominent place as the book used for education, from learning the 
alphabet to an acquisition of Latin. For example, the “Leiden Psalter” 
initially produced for Geoffrey Plantagenet, was later owned by Blanche 
of Castile, Queen of France.83 She used the manuscript to educate her 
son, Louis IX, “who in turn gave it to his daughter, Agnes.”84 In addition 
to its usefulness for education, the psalter stands out as a popular book 
given as a gift or dedicated to a medieval noblewoman. As such, psalters 
were often high-quality books supplied with elaborate decoration 
indicating the status and piety of the recipient.85 Noblewomen also 
commissioned their own psalter books. Their role as patrons of this 
genre is supported by representations of women in either a posture 
of prayer, or offering, found in many of these manuscripts. Additional 
elements that would focus the female readers’ connection to the physical 
book could include entries to the calendar of family obituaries, a litany 
that addressed local or patron saints, and other supplemental texts such 
as prayers, often written with feminine Latin endings. 
 For example, the manuscript known as the “Melisende Psalter” 
(c. 1135) was dedicated to queen Melisende of Jerusalem (d. 1161), 
possibly commissioned by her husband, Fulk V, Count of Anjou 
and King of Jerusalem, upon their reunion after he returned from 
Crusades.86 Produced in Jerusalem, the book’s use of illumination, 
elaborately decorated miniatures and initials, and treasure bindings 
demonstrate a luxury style of book made for a woman of royal standing. 
It is unclear if Melisende had any direct role in the decisions regarding 
Psalter, Landgrafen Psalter, St Elisabeth Psalter, Christina Psalter, Blanche of Castile 
Psalter, Psalter de Saint Etienne, Leiden Psalter, Riccardiana Psalter. See Appendix for a 
full list of psalter manuscripts in this corpus.
83 Leiden Psalter, Leiden, Universiteitsbibliotheek, BPL 76A (1190–1200). This psalter, 
along with the Ingeborg Psalter (Chantilly, Museé Condé, MS 1695), and the Psalter of 
Saint Louis (Paris, Bibliotheque Nationale, MS lat. 10525) were given inscriptions at a 
later date (13th c.) that identified them as books belonging to St Louis, which imparted a 
holy status as a relic, and were passed into the ownership of Blanche of Navarre queen of 
France (d. 1398) in the 14th century. See Marguerite Keane, Material Culture and Queenship 
in 14th–century France: The Testament of Blanche of Navarre (1331–1398) (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 
88–89.
84 Vidas, The Christina Psalter, 32. Also, Keane, Material Culture, 89–93. Keane provides 
a provenance of the manuscript, which traces it back to Agnes of Burgundy. Keane also 
mentions that Blanche of Navarre owned a Gospel book with sermons in French, which 
may have belonged to Blanche of Castile.
85 James McKinnon, “The Late Medieval Psalter: Liturgical or Gift Book?” Musica 
Disciplina 38 (1984): 133–157.
86 Melisende Psalter, London, British Library, Egerton MS 1139 (1131–1143). The bindings 
are kept separately.
the manuscript, yet we can presume that her status as a queen, and 
her dynastic connection to the Kingdom of Jerusalem, influenced the 
choices regarding the Byzantine style of the images and inclusion of the 
jewels and ivory panels to the bindings.87 
 Also produced at a scriptorium in Jerusalem, although in this instance 
made at the end of the “long twelfth century,” is a manuscript known as 
the “Riccardiana Psalter” (c. 1225).88 Both the Melisende Psalter and the 
Riccardiana Psalter were produced outside of Western Europe, yet within 
a Christian context that remembered a Latin Jerusalem. The intended 
female reader behind the initial production of the Psalter manuscript 
has been debated as to whether it was made for a noblewoman at court, 
or perhaps a nun from a noble family. Based on the division of Psalms, 
the images used to mark these divisions, and the “conventual context” 
they reflect, scholars have argued that the manuscript was produced at a 
religious community in Acre, after the loss of Jerusalem, and was originally 
made for a nun of noble background.89 However, another possibility has 
been suggested that the Psalter was commissioned as a wedding gift given 
to Isabel d’Brienne (d. 1228), queen of Jerusalem. When Isabel married 
Frederick II, she left Jerusalem for Italy and remained there until her 
death, taking this Psalter book with her as part of her moveable goods.90 
In either case, the manuscript displays a high- quality of production, 
small enough to be held in the hands, with numerous images in a 
Byzantine style.91 As Fleck has argued, the images which portray various 
scenes of Jerusalem, as well as the design of the decoration, would have 
reminded both the anonymous nun and the young queen living outside 
of Jerusalem of her heritage and home.92 
 In various regions of France and Germany, several twelfth-century 
Psalters were produced with the specific intent of use by a noblewoman, 
87 The manuscript measures 215mm x 145mm. 
88 Riccardiana Psalter, Florence, Biblioteca Riccardiana, MS 323 (c. 1225). Cathleen A. 
Fleck, “The Crusader Loss of Jerusalem in the Eyes of a Thirteenth-Century Virtual 
Pilgrim,” in The Crusades and Visual Culture, eds. Elizabeth Lapina et al. (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2015), 130–156.
89 Cathleen A. Fleck, “ ‘Vergine Madre Pia’: Text and Image in a Medieval Psalter at a 
Renaissance Dominican Convent,” Notes in the History of Art 34, no. 2 (2015): 5–13, at 5; 
Fleck, “The Luxury Riccardiana Psalter in the Thirteenth Century: A Nun’s Prayerbook?” 
Viator 46, no. 1 (2015): 135–160, at 135. Jaroslav Folda, Crusader Art in the Holy Land, From the 
Third Crusade to the Fall of Acre, 1187–1291 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005), 
212 and 214; Folda, “Before Louis IX: Aspects of Crusader Art at St Jean d’Acre, 1191–
1244,” in France and the Holy Land: Frankish Culture at the End of the Crusades, eds. Daniel 
Weiss and Lisa Mahoney (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2004), 138–160.  
90 Fleck, “The Crusader Loss of Jerusalem,” 134.
91 The manuscript measures 220mm x 165mm.
92 Kathryn M. Rudy, Virtual Pilgrimages in the Convent: Imagining Jerusalem in the Late Middle 
Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 2011).
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sometimes of royal standing. As such, these books were also made in 
a deluxe fashion. For example, a Psalter was produced for Ingeborg 
of Denmark (d. 1238), the sequestered wife of King Phillip II of 
France.93 Known as the “Ingeborg Psalter” (c. 1195), the manuscript 
contains a large amount of gold leaf and numerous illustrations, 
with inscriptions in “Parisian French added to some of the scenes.”94 
Although the manuscript is rather large to be held in the hands of a 
reader, it can be imagined to have been Ingeborg’s personal devotional 
book during her twenty years of living at the abbey of Cysoing near 
Tournai, estranged from the royal courts of her husband and family.95 
No patron for the commission has been identified with certainty, but 
speculation leans toward the possibility of Ingeborg’s friend during 
her imprisonment, the Countess Eleanor of Vermandois (d. 1213).96 As 
Stirnemann indicates, Eleanor commissioned manuscripts for her own 
use, including two additional psalters, one being a copy of the “Laurette 
Psalter” with commentary, discussed below.97 
 In Germany during the second half of the twelfth century, the 
“Helmarshausen Psalter” was made for the use of a noblewoman, indicated 
by a full-page image of a woman at prayer.98 Her depiction is prominently 
placed opposite the opening of Psalm 1 (fol. 6v), signaling her role as the 
pious reader. (Fig. 9) The identity of this noblewoman has been attributed 
93 Ingeborg Psalter, Chantilly, Musée Condé, Ms. 9 /olim 1695 (1193–1213). Kathleen 
S. Schowalter, “The Ingeborg Psalter: Queenship, Legitimacy, and the Appropriation 
of Byzantine Art in the West,” in Capetian Women, ed. Kathleen Nolan (New York: 
Palgrave MacMillan, 2003), 99–135. Schowalter argues that this “Psalter models itself 
on the one belonging to Queen Melisende.” Feminae: Medieval Women and Gender Index, 
https://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/feminae/DetailsPage.aspx?Feminae_ID=3724 (accessed 11 
November 2017).
94 Caviness, “Anchoress, Abbess, and Queens,” 133. Caviness discusses the pictorial 
program of the psalter; Twenty–seven fully illuminated folios that display fifty scenes. 
See also Marina Vidas, The Christina Psalter: A Study of the Images and Texts in a French Early 
Thirteenth Century Manuscript (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006), 31.
95 The manuscript measures 304mm x 204mm. George Conklin, “Ingeborg of Denmark, 
Queen of France, 1193–1223,” in Queens an Queenship in Medieval Europe: Proceedings of a 
Conference Held at King’s College London April 1995, ed. Anne J. Duggan (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 1995), 39. Scholarship varies on the time spent and the locations of her 
imprisonment. This Psalter was passed to Louis IX, possibly from Ingeborg to Blanche of 
Castile, and later was in the possession of Blanche of Navarre.
96 Eleanor’s connections to the Ingeborg Psalter Master have been suggested by scholars. 
See Charles J. Liebman, “Remarks on the Manuscript Tradition of the French Psalter 
Commentary,” Scriptorium 13, no. 1 (1959): 61–69, at 61. 
97 Patricia Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France: 1170–1220” in Representations of the 
Feminine, ed. Bonnie Wheeler (Dallas: Academia Press, 1993), 248, n. 4. 
98 Helmarshausen Psalter, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, W. 10 (1160). This manuscript 
was produced by the same scribe of the Gospels of Henry the Lion. See Digitized Walters 
Manuscripts, http://www.thedigitalwalters.org/Data/WaltersManuscripts/html/W10/description.
html. (accessed 11 November 2017) for the catalog description.
to a member of the court of Henry the Lion, variously suggested as Henry’s 
daughter, Gertrude, or perhaps his first wife, Clementia von Zahringen, or 
even his second wife, Matilda, duchess of Saxony.99 Although it is unclear who 
the initial intended reader was, or if it was a commission by a noblewoman 
or made as gift to a noble female reader, it is probable that the book was 
shared and read by a number of women from Henry’s family, at various 
times throughout the twelfth century, since the book remained within this 
court milieu. Each woman might see herself in the image of the praying 
noblewoman, or the commemoration of one of her female family members.
Figure 9: Helmarhausen Psalter, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, W.10, fol. 6v (c. 1160).100 
 Originating in the German region of Thüringia during the first 
decade of the thirteenth century, two Psalters have been argued as 
belonging to Sophia of Wittelsbach (d. 1238).101 Wolter-von dem 
99 Thompson, Literacy of the Laity, 99.
100 Digitized Walters Manuscripts, “Helmarhausen Psalter,” http://www.thedigitalwalters.
org/Data/WaltersManuscripts/html/W10/ (accessed 11 November 2017).
101 Landgrafen Psalter, Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, HB II 24 (1211–
1213); Elisabeth Psalter, Cividale del Friuli, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Cod. 
CXXXVII (1200–1208).
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Knesebeck comments on the deluxe nature of these two manuscripts, 
the first known as the “Elisabeth Psalter” produced between 1201–1208, 
possibly at the scriptorium of Reinhardsbrunn in northern Germany, 
and second, the “Landgrafen Psalter” made between 1211–1213.102 
Both Psalters include images of a noblewoman, identified as Sophia in 
the titles placed near her portrayal.103 In each instance she is holding 
a book. The Landgrafen Psalter has an image of Sophia within an 
arch holding an open book, found in the section of litanies. (Fig. 10) 
While in the Elisabeth Psalter, the donor-portrait with both Sophia and 
Hermann, also placed in the litany, depicts only Sophia holding an 
open book, as if reading from it. (Fig. 11).
Figure 10: Landgrafen Psalter, Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek, 
HB II 24 (1211–1213), fol. 174v. 
102 Harald Wolter-von dem Knesebeck, Der Elisabeth Psalter in Cividale del Friuli. Buchmalerei 
fur den Thuringer Landgrafenhof zu Beginn des 13. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag fur 
Kunstwissenschaft, 2001). Also, Nigel Palmer, review of Der Elisabethpsalter in Cividale del 
Friuli. Buchmalerei für den Thüringer Landgrafenhof zu Beginn des 13. Jahrhunderts by Harald 
Wolter-von dem Knesebeck, Medium Aevum 71 (2002): 132–133.
103 Nigel Palmer, “The High and Later Middle Ages, (1100–1450),” in The Cambridge History 
of German Literature, ed. Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1997), 42.
Figure 11: Elisabeth Psalter, Cividale del Friuli, Museo Archeologico Nazionale, Cod. 
CXXXVIII, (pg. 177) detail.104
 Wolter-von dem Knesebeck contends that the Landgrafen Psalter 
was commissioned as a gift to commemorate the betrothal of Herman 
and Sophia’s son to Elisabeth of Hungary in 1211.105 However, Nigel 
Palmer suggests that “Elisabeth was at this time too young for it to be 
plausible that she was the recipient of the book, and it is generally held 
that the psalter was made for the use of Hermann’s wife Sophia who is 
depicted in her portrait holding a book.”106 It is likely that both Psalters 
originally belonged to Sophia, and that Elisabeth subsequently received 
the Psalter, now at the Museo Archeologico Nazionale of Cividale 
del Friuli, as a gift from Sophia and Hermann I on the occasion of 
Elisabeth’s marriage in 1221. 
 As previously discussed, manuscripts which included images of a 
woman emphasized her social status as an elite patron. Depictions of a 
woman at prayer heightened the spiritual connection a female reader 
held toward the book itself; not just the text was valuable, but seeing 
a representation of “herself” in the book would connect the reader in 
104 Pagination according to the digital facsimile at I Libri Dei Patriarchi, Paths in the 
Written Culture of the Medieval Friuli, http://www.librideipatriarchi.it/en/st-elizabeths-
psalter-2/ (accessed 11 November 2017).
105 Harald Wolter-von dem Knesebeck, Der Elisabethpsalter in Cividale del Friuli, Buchmalerei 
für den Thüringer Landgrafenhof zu Beginn des 13. Jahrhunderts (Berlin: Deutscher Verlag fur 
Kunstwissenschaft, 2001).
106 Nigel F. Palmer, “Review of Der Landgrafenpsalter: Vollständige Faksimile-Ausgabe 
im Originalformat der Handschrift HB II 24 der Württembergischen Landesbibliothek 
Stuttgart. Kommentarband. Codices selecti phototypice impressi 93 by Felix Heinzer, 
Renate Kroos, Klaus Schreiner, Fred Schwind, Herrad Spilling, Vera Trost,” Medium 
Aevum 64, no. 2 (1995): 305–307.
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a personal way to the material object.107 As Wogan-Browne states, “it 
creates a somatically enforced reading space and time so that a woman 
who has necessarily lived much in the world…can inhabit a time and 
space for meditative reading.”108 Representations of the noble female 
patron and reader in a gesture of prayer would emulate not only the 
monastic ideal of piety, but offer a connection to the ideal pious woman, 
the Virgin Mary. For example, Guibert of Nogent (c. 1064–1125) 
describes a vision experienced by his mother where she “saw herself 
imitating Mary. …going to the altar of the abbey church, kneeling down 
in prayer, and herself following exactly the Holy Mother’s example.”109 
 This type of imagery is found in a richly illuminated twelfth-century 
manuscript from England, known as the “Shaftesbury Psalter,” which 
portrays a woman in the posture of prayer on two separate folia, one 
found on fol. 14v, and the other on fol. 165v. The female figure has 
been variously argued by scholars as Adeliza of Leuven (Louvaine), or 
an Abbess of Shaftesbury.110 (Fig. 12) Whether these images represent a 
queen or abbess is debated based upon entries in the calendar, as well 
as the two donor-portraits, each depicting a woman in differing dress. 
The calendar refers to both St Edward the Confessor, important to the 
community at Shaftesbury, and St Lambert of Maastricht, who would 
have been an important saint to Adeliza, who was from Leuven. Owing to 
this ambiguity, it has been posited that there were two Psalters, one now 
lost, and the Lansdowne manuscript was a copy given to Adeliza.111 This 
uneasy identification with a specific female reader or patron illustrates 
the complications of understanding book ownership by medieval 
women. Whether this manuscript was originally owned by an abbess of 
Shaftesbury and then gifted to Adeliza, or Adeliza herself requested a 
copy of the abbess’ Psalter for her personal use, each imagined instance 
exemplifies how noblewomen acquired the books they preferred to 
read. Across milieu, from court to convent, women shared in a textual 
culture which influenced the production of manuscripts during the 
twelfth century.
107 Alexa Sand, Vision, Devotion, and Self-Representation in Late Medieval Art (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2014), 149–210.
108 Wogan-Browne, “Women and Reading c. 1230–c. 1430,” 245.
109 Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker, “The Metamorphosis of Woman: Transmission of 
Knowledge and the Problems of Gender,” in Gendering the Middle Ages, eds. Pauline 
Stafford and Anneke B. Mulder-Bakker (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2001), 112–134, 
at 113.
110 Shaftesbury Psalter, London, British Library, Lansdowne 383 (c. 1150).
111 See C. M. Kauffmann, “British Library, Lansdowne Ms. 383: the Shaftesbury Psalter,” 
in New Offerings, Ancient Treasures, Studies in Medieval Art for George Henderson, eds. Paul 
Binski and William Noel (Stroud, Gloustershire: Sutton Publishers, 2001), 264–265.
Figure 12: Shaftesbury Psalter, London, British Library,
Lansdowne 383 (c. 1150), left: fol. 14v, right: fol. 165v.112
 As the above examples show, attribution to a specific female reader 
is often tenuous, and the identification of twelfth-century manuscripts 
owned by noblewomen merits continued research. For example, the 
“Fécamp Psalter” (c. 1180), made in northeast of France in the late twelfth 
century, has remained vaguely connected to an unnamed noblewoman 
by scholars.113 A richly decorated manuscript with a number of full-page 
miniatures and historiated initials, the Psalter also includes a full-page 
112 Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, “Detailed record for Lansdowne 383,” www.bl.uk/
catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.asp?MSID=8825&CollID=15&NStart=3 
(accessed 11 November 2017), and British Library Medieval Manuscripts Blog, 
http://britishlibrary.typepad.co.uk/digitisedmanuscripts/2011/10/the-shaftesbury-psalter.
html (accessed 11 November 2017).
113 Fécamp Psalter, The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek, ms. 76 F 13 (c. 1180); this 
manuscript measures 232mm x 169mm.
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image of a noblewoman placed opposite the decorated initial opening 
of Psalm 1 (fol. 28v).114 Only recently, scholarship has attributed this 
manuscript as belonging to Eleanor of Aquitaine.115 (Fig. 13) 
Figure 13: Fécamp Psalter, The Hague, Koninklijke Bibliotheek,
ms. 76 F 13 (c. 1180), fol. 28v.
 By the turn of the century, among the number of books attributed 
to the support of Blanche of Castile, discussed above for her role in the 
making of the Bibles Moralisées, are two psalter books made in a deluxe 
manner, one which indicates it was made for her personal use.116 The 
psalter manuscript likely used by Blanche, made in 1200–1220, includes 
114 Adelaide Bennett, “The Transformation of the Gothic Psalter in Thirteenth-Century 
France,” in The Illuminated Psalter: Studies in the Content, Purpose and Placement of its Images, 
ed. Frank O. Büttner (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 212.
115 Jesús Rodríguez Viejo, “Royal Manuscript Patronage in Late Ducal Normandy? A 
Context for the Female Patron Portrait of the ‘Fecamp Psalter’ (c. 1180),” in Cerae: An 
Australasian Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 3, (2016): http://openjournals.arts.
uwa.edu.au/index.php/cerae/article/view/85/120 (accessed 11 November 2017).
116 Blanche Psalter, Paris, Bibl. Arsenal, MS. fr. 1186 (1200–1220). De Hamel also postulates 
that the Hunterian Psalter, Glasgow, University Library, MS Hunter 229 (c. 1170), may 
have been meant for the use of Sophia of Minsk (c. 1140–1198); see Christopher De 
Hamel, Meetings with Remarkable Manuscripts, Twelve Journeys into the Medieval World (New 
York: Penguin Press, 2017), 312 and 591.
an image of a noblewoman at prayer (fol. 122v) with a book laid in front 
of the altar, emulating the ideal piety of the Virgin Mary.117 (Fig. 14) 
When reading this psalter, Blanche would have seen the image as a 
representation of how she was to pray in real life, while further serving 
as a physical commemoration of her piety to future readers. 
Figure 14: Psalter of Blanche of Castile, Paris, Bibliothèque de l’Arsenal, MS. fr. 1186 
(1200–1220), fol. 122v.
 The second psalter manuscript possibly belonging to Blanche was 
later owned by Christina of Norway (d. 1262).118 Deluxe in production, 
the manuscript is filled with full-page images in the prefatory cycle, 
a number of miniatures and historiated initials, and decorative line-
fillers with birds and dragons. Marina Vidas posits that this psalter 
was originally made for an elite reader in the French court, and may 
have been commissioned by Queen Ingeborg, exhibiting her social 
and financial currency upon her return to court.119 Yet, as Vidas also 
contends, it is more plausible that the psalter was made for Blanche of 
Castile, and was later given as a wedding gift to Christina, who lived in 
117 Marina Vidas, The Christina Psalter: A Study of the Images and Texts in a French Early 
Thirteenth Century Manuscript (Copenhagen: Museum Tusculanum Press, 2006) 32–33. 
Vidas also includes Paris, BnF, Lat. 10434 (1200–1300) as another psalter that may have 
been made for Blanche or a member of her family. 
118 Christina Psalter, Copenhagen, Det Kongelige Bibliotek, GKS 1606 4* (c. 1230). 
Vidas, The Christina Psalter, 52.
119 Vidas, The Christina Psalter, 49. Ingeborg was recognized as queen by Louis VIII. She 
died in 1237–38.
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Castile for a period and was related to Blanche by marriage.120 Sharing of 
textual culture through the exchange of books amongst female readers 
at court proves to be a common aspect throughout the twelfth century.
 As the above examples show, it was common for twelfth-century 
noblewomen to receive a psalter book which included a significant 
number of illustrations, some with images of the patroness/female reader 
at prayer, and a few supplemented by treasure bindings. This suggests 
that women held a preference toward manuscripts with decoration. 
However, caution must be used when making such as statement, 
as the surviving evidence may be skewed toward the preservation of 
manuscripts of outstanding production, and thus there is a lack evidence 
of plain, unadorned psalter books that noblewomen may have used. Yet, 
it is possible to infer from the examples that an elaborately decorated 
book was an established signifier of a reader with high social or political 
status. Whether a book was acquired through direct commission or 
presented as a gift, the physical elements of the manuscript point to the 
status of the female reader. Many of the psalters use ivory and jewels, 
illuminations, gold lettering, and full-page miniatures which included 
images of women, features which show noblewomen were aware that 
ownership of a book could be used as physical statement of her social 
position (wealth), level of education, and to commemorate her piety. 
1.3 Verse-epistles in latin
A long tradition existed of medieval women writing in Latin 
correspondence with both political and religious personages, including 
learned monks, bishops, popes and kings. Jerome (c. 340–420), a 
respected Patristic author throughout the Middle Ages, was known 
for his extensive correspondence with a number of women, especially 
the “ladies of Aventine,” encouraging them to read scripture. Jerome’s 
letters were still influential in the twelfth century, when in 1157 several 
women in Modena, Italy, made a request for a manuscript copy of his 
letters.121 Continuing this tradition, a particular reading interest of 
noblewomen during the twelfth century involved correspondence with 
respected monastic learned men, often composed in Latin verse; a form 
120 Vidas, The Christina Psalter, 52. Vidas notes another manuscript, an English Psalter 
and Book of Hours, Berlin, Kupferstichsammlung, MS 78. A.8, from the early thirteenth 
century, was possibly made for Isabelle of Angouleme (d. 1246), Queen of England (1200–
1216), and later owned by Margrete Skulsdätter, mother of Christina of Norway.
121 James Westfall Thompson, The Literacy of the Laity in the Middle Ages (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1939), 71 and n. 90. Thompson does not provide a shelfmark for this 
manuscript.
of reading and writing that reveals women’s high level of education and 
an impressive example of literary skill.122 As Gerald Bond has argued, 
women’s interest in supporting the genre of poetic verse is evident from 
the early years of the “long twelfth century,” when noblewomen began 
to recognize that the patronage of poetry could be used to enhance 
their political status.123 For example, Adela of Blois received a lengthy 
verse-epistle from Baudri of Bourgueil, which she requested sometime 
between 1099–1102. Baudri writes in his prologue attesting to Adela’s 
“appreciation for poetry and knowledge of books.”124 The poem 
includes a description of the various works of art which adorned Adela’s 
room, including a reference to a large and beautiful tapestry, debated 
by scholars as possibly the Bayeux Tapestry.125 Beyond a recounting 
of the treasures a noblewoman may have owned, the poem addresses 
political and historical concerns that would have been of specific interest 
to Adela, the daughter of William the Conqueror. Thus, as Debiais 
argues, the poem was meant to fulfill a commemorative function.126 
 These works of poetry would also have been valued for entertainment 
at court, likely read aloud to an audience. June Hall McCash states, 
“as a rule, a poet composed at the request of a patron, who in turn 
provided him with a reward that could take the form of gifts, monetary 
payment, a position within the court (e.g., clerk, scribe), or the lending 
of the patron’s influence to his work. Although in some instances poets 
dedicated works to a lord or lady merely in hope of a reward.”127 For 
example, in a second letter Baudri sent to Adela, he specifically asks 
for a cope as “reward” for his work, writing; “make sure the cope is not 
122 Dear Sister: Medieval Women and the Epistolary Genre, eds. Karen Cherewatuk and Ulrike 
Wiethaus (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1993). Katherine Kong, 
Lettering the Self in Medieval and Early Modern France (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2010), 193.
123 Gerald A. Bond, The Loving Subject: Desire, Eloquence, and Power in Romanesque France 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 156. Bond writes, “this innovation 
was actually initiated by Edith when she commissioned the classicizing poetry of the Vita 
of St Edward as a way to explain herself amid the cataclysmic events of 1065–67.” Also 
see Elizabeth M. Tyler, “From Old English to Old French,” in Language and Culture in 
Medieval Britain: The French of England, c. 1100–c. 1500, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (York: 
York Medieval Press, 2009), 176.
124 Epistolae, “A Letter from Baudri, abbot of Bourgueil and archbishop of Dol (c. 1107) 
to Adela, countess of Blois, Chartres, and Meaux,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/
letter/94.html (accessed 11 November 2017). Vincent Debiais, “The Poem of Baudri for 
Countess Adele: A Starting Point for a Reading of Medieval Latin Ekphrasis,” Viator 44 
no.1 (2013): 95–106. 
125 Debiais, “The Poem of Baudri,” 96.
126 Debiais, “The Poem of Baudri,” 97.
127 June Hall McCash, “Chretien’s Patrons,” in A Companion to Chretien de Troyes, eds. 
Norris J. Lacy and Joan Tasker Grimbert (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2008), 15. 
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missing its fringe.”128 The financial support, as well as the status a noble 
patron could confer, helped to spread the genre of Latin verse. 
1.4 ConClusion
The literary culture of noblewomen in the twelfth century is a complex 
engagement of reading for piety and for pleasure, characterized by 
a strong presence by noblewomen actively acquiring the books they 
wanted to read. The genres discussed in this section have highlighted 
examples of manuscripts written in Latin made for noblewomen during 
this period, many displaying a high level of decoration both within the 
manuscript and the outer binding. Each example demonstrates a quality 
of production, where use, form, and content was guided by the noble 
status of the female reader. Noblewomen’s reading interests in Latin 
reflect a range in genre, supported by personal commissions of works 
that spoke to their dynastic heritage, spiritual edification, and high- level 
of education. While the above discussion has shown that noblewomen 
during the twelfth century were reading in Latin, the following section 
will introduce the books made for them written in vernacular.
2. NOBLEWOMEN’S BOOKS IN THE VERNACULAR
Commenting on the interest in vernacular texts during the twelfth 
century, R. N. Swanson points out, perhaps inadvertently, that it 
was predominately, although by no means exclusively, women who 
requested books copied or produced in vernacular. He states, “however 
read (and whoever did the reading which is a real issue, since at the 
time reading was often associated with women and clerics), vernacular 
literary traditions were established, and spread.”129 This is important 
to consider when trying to establish connections between the trends in 
reading and the physical object of the book itself. Joni M. Hand writes 
that the desire for vernacular texts and their patronage by women 
acted as a catalyst, where “demand was integral to the change in book 
production from an emphasis on liturgical books to the proliferation of 
devotional manuscripts.”130
128 Epistolae, “Letter from Baudri, abbot of Bourgueil and archbishop of Dol (before 1107) 
to Adela of England, Countess of Blois,” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/95.
html (accessed 11 November 2017).
129 R. N. Swanson, The Twelfth-Century Renaissance, 178. Parentheses are part of the original 
quote.
130 Joni M. Hand, Women, Manuscripts and Identity in Northern Europe, 1350–1550 (Farnham: 
Ashgate, 2013), 6.
 This section introduces books written for noblewomen in vernacular 
languages, such as French or German, during the twelfth century 
organized by genre as in the previous part of this chapter. The translation 
of Latin sources into vernacular becomes a guiding trend significantly 
connected to the literary patronage of aristocratic women throughout 
Western Europe during the Middle Ages. In fact, developed under the 
influence of Anglo-Norman noblewomen during the twelfth century, 
evidence exists that among the books made for them is one of the oldest 
surviving historiographies written in Anglo-Norman French, the Estoire 
des Engleis, as well as the first French vernacular bestiary, and the earliest 
French biblical translation of the book of Genesis.131 In addition, the 
first adventure epic in Anglo-Norman vernacular verse, the Voyage of St. 
Brendan, and the first Arthurian romance, Lancelot, were produced at 
the commission of noblewomen during this century.132 Thus, the books 
read in the vernacular by women in the twelfth-century court context 
supported a new atmosphere of reading accessible beyond the clergy. 
Ian Short argues that the origins of French literature are to be found in 
twelfth-century England.133 From the examples highlighted below, it is 
evident that noblewomen participated in that foundation.
2.1 religious Works
Medieval noblewomen were expected to embrace a pious life in addition 
to their duties of running large estates, counties, and sometimes even 
kingdoms.134 Religious texts, such as psalters and prayerbooks, were 
deemed by medieval aristocratic society as ideal books for women to 
read. As such, noblewomen were given religious books through an act of 
dedication; often as a gift, and often in Latin, as discussed in the previous 
section. However, this did not preclude noblewomen’s initiative to have 
religious texts composed or copied for their reading in vernacular 
131 Paul Dalton, “The Date of Geoffrey Gaimar’s Estoire des Engleis, the Connections of His 
Patrons, and the Politics of Stephen’s Reign,” Chaucer Review 42 (2007): 23–47. The Estoire 
des Engleis was possibly composed at Lincolnshire, c. 1136–37.
132 Benedeit, The Anglo-Norman Voyage of St. Brendan, trans. Ian Short and Brian Merrilees 
(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1979). Beate Schmolke-Hasselmann, The 
Evolution of Arthurian Romance: The Verse Tradition from Chretien to Froissart (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998).
133 Short, “Patrons and Polyglots,” 229.
134 Noblewomen often acted as regent for their husbands who were away on crusade, or for 
their sons who were too young, such as Blanche of Castile, who was regent of France during 
the youth of Louis IX; also Blanche of Navarre was regent of the County of Champagne for 
twenty years until her son took over in c. 1222. These two women were in correspondence 
with each other in c. 1212. See Epistolae, “A Letter from Blanche of Castile, queen of France 
(1212),” https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/705.html (accessed 11 November 
2017). Wendy Slatkin, Women as Artists (New Jersey: Prentice Hall Inc., 1985).
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languages. As we will see, there are a number of examples of translations 
and bi-lingual religious books owned by twelfth-century noblewomen.
BIBLICAL WORKS
In England toward the middle of the century, the poet Sanson de 
Nanteuil translated the book of Proverbs into French verse for “a lady,” 
presumably his patron Alice de Condet (c. 1150s), creating the “first 
moral text-book in the French language.”135 This book was used for 
the education of her children, and would have been valuable for the 
spiritual care of a pious noblewoman, accessible in a language familiar 
to her. From France, the commissions made by Marie of Champagne 
seem to favor the genre of romance, yet she also requested translations 
of religious texts such as the Psalms, the book of Genesis, and “possibly 
a collection of sermons by Bernard of Clairvaux.”136 Benton argues that 
the work of French verse with gloss of Psalm 44, known as Eructavit 
cor meum, translated for a “noble lady” should be attributed to Marie’s 
literary patronage.137 The work represents a continued reading interest 
in scriptural translations, and the considerable commentary by the 
(unknown) translator tells us the book was used in a didactic manner.138 
Next, Marie’s verse translation in French of the book of Genesis (c. 
1192–1198) was made for her by the clerk-poet Evrat.139 He writes 
that “the countess of Champagne, who knows well how to understand 
and read, chose it from her library, to be composed well and well 
glossed, because the words in it are so praiseworthy for the two laws 
that it contains.”140 This brief description reveals a number of things 
135 Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power, 42. 
136 Theodore Evergates, “Aristocratic Women in the County of Champagne,” in 
Aristocratic Women in Medieval France, ed. Theodore Evergates (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 79.
137 Eructavit cor meum (Psalm 44), Paris, BnF, Ms 902 (1195–1205). John F. Benton, 
Culture, Power and Personality in Medieval France, intro. Thomas N. Bisson (London: The 
Hambeldon Press, 1991), 18.
138 Margaret C. Schaus, ed. Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia (New 
York: Routledge, 2006), 797. Also, Epistolae, “Marie of France, Countess of Champagne 
and Troyes,” epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/woman/25.html (accessed 11 November 2017).
139 Evrat, Genesis, Paris, BnF, MS Fr. 900 (c. 1200). Unfinished and heavily glossed. See 
Patricia Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France: 1170–1220,” in Representations of the 
Feminine in the Middle Ages, ed. Bonnie Wheeler (Dallas: Academia Press, 1993), 248. Brian 
Murdoch, The Medieval Popular Bible, Expansions of Genesis in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: 
D.S. Brewer, 2003), 12–14. Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 16. Many of these works 
commissioned by or dedicated to twelfth-century women remain unedited and unpublished.
140 Quote cited from Epistolae, “A letter from Evrat to Marie of France, countess of Champagne 
and Troyes,” http://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/162.html (accessed 11 November 
2017). See Benton’s translation, “the countess, who would know how to understand and 
read his work, could read it in her library,” in Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 16.
about Marie’s interest in books. Foremost, it indicates the active choices 
made by Marie in shaping the types of books she wanted to read. It also 
suggests a collection of books belonging to Marie, from which she could 
select a Latin copy of Genesis. Further, the addition of a gloss shows 
Marie’s interest in learning, specifically in her native language. Patricia 
Stirnemann notes that this book was decorated with historiated and 
illuminated initials copied in a “large formal bookhand” representing 
a deluxe production.141 It is possible that this book may have been used 
by Marie for her private reading, or as Benton argues, the audience 
Evrat envisioned for his translation would have been the countess and 
her court, with the intention of the poem to be read aloud.142 I believe 
there is room to accept both of these possibilities as a “scene of reading” 
for this vernacular book.
PSALTERS
The translation of psalters into vernacular languages often resulted 
in books produced in a dual-language format, where the Latin and 
vernacular were presented together to explicate the text.143 Psalter books 
belonging to noblewomen display a use of vernacular commentary, 
which went beyond mere word-for-word translation, and could be 
valued as reading on its own. For example, as Stewart Gregory has 
explained, a Latin Psalter with French commentary was made for 
Laurette, countess of Alsace (d. 1170), when she retired to the convent 
Forest-les-Bruxelles in 1164.144 In his research, Gregory points out that 
the extensive interlinear commentary, written in Laurette’s vernacular 
language of French, proved popular reading on its own.145 This Psalter 
commentary was further copied for Eleanor of Vermandois (d. 1213), 
Laurette’s daughter-in-law, and Blanche de Navarre, who supported the 
production of two further copies of this Psalter commentary in French.146 
141 Stirnemann, “Women and Books,” 248.
142 Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 16. See also D. H. Green, Medieval Listening and 
Reading, 215.
143 Latin and vernacular, presented in parallel columns or interlinear. 
144 Durham, Cathedral Chapter Library, MSS A. II. 11–13 (1150–1200) and New York, 
Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M. 338 (1200). Stewart Gregory, The Twelfth-Century Psalter 
Commentary in French for Laurette d’Alsace: An Edition of Psalms I–L (London: The Modern 
Humanities Research Association, 1990). Also, Alexa Sand, “Vision, Devotion, and 
Difficulty in the Psalter Hours of Yolande of Soissons,” The Art Bulletin 87, no. 1 (2005): 
6–23. Sand dates it to the “third quarter of the century,” 12.
145 Stewart Gregory, The Twelfth-Century Psalter, 23–24. Gregory notes the commentary is 
falsely attributed to Simon of Tournai.
146 Old French Commentary on the Psalms, Paris, BnF, Fr. 22892 (1195–1205); Old French 
Commentary on the Psalms, Paris, BnF, Fr. 963 (1205–1220). See Patricia Stirnemann, 
“Women and Books in France,” 248.
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Stirnemann’s scholarship adds to the books produced under the 
patronage of Blanche de Navarre as the “long twelfth century” drew to a 
close. For example, Blanche commissioned a psalter “with a vernacular 
liturgical piece that was set to music,” known as the Epitre farcie de Saint 
Etienne (c. 1210.147 Stirnemann comments that this psalter was later given 
to Blanche’s niece, Jeanne of Flandres, as a wedding gift.148 
 These examples show how women used books to guide the spirituality 
of those over whom they had influence, their children, members of 
their court, or women in their familial network, through sharing their 
books, gifting them, or bequeathing them to other women. An interest 
in commentary written in the native language they were comfortable 
reading suggests laywomen were looking for deeper understandings of 
the psalter, a book integral to the practice of piety by the noble class. 
2.2 History
CHRONICLES
The writing of chronicles in languages other than Latin was at the 
heart of the shift of reading toward vernacular books. From the early 
decades of the twelfth century, historical writing took the form of 
rhyming verse, most commonly in French. Adeliza of Leuven (d. 1151), 
discussed above, joined a court culture in England that was beginning 
to request works in Anglo-Norman French. Growing up in the region 
of Brabant, Adeliza would have been familiar with French, and as 
Jude Mackley further notes, “Adeliza would have learned poetry in 
Afflinghem near Alost, where the monastery had an extensive library 
and was a ‘veritable center for verse chronicles and other texts.’” 
Thus, it is easy to understand Adeliza’s continued reading interest in 
historical works written in Anglo-Norman verse, which likely inspired 
her commission of the Life of Henry I, now lost, which may even have 
been set to music.150 Adeliza’s preference to read works in French verse 
is further evidenced by a vernacular translation of the Latin Navigatio 
147 Psalter and Epitre farcie, Paris, BnF, latin 238 (c. 1210). Patricia Stirnemann, “Some 
Champenois Vernacular Manuscripts and the Manerius Style of Illumination,” in Les 
Manuscrits de Chretien de Troyes, Vol. 1, ed. Keith Busby, et. al., (Amsterdam, Rodopi, 
1993), 211.
148 Stirnemann, “Women and Books,” 250.
149 Jude S. Mackley, The Legend of St Brendan: A Comparative Study of the Latin and Anglo-
Norman Versions (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 33–34. Also called Aliz of Louvaine, Aeliz of Louvain, 
or Aaliz of Louvain. 
150 LOST Manuscript. Mackley, The Legend of St Brendan, 34. The “Voyage” was written by 
David “the Scot,” bishop of Bangor.
sancti Brendani composed in Anglo-Norman.151 It has been suggested 
by scholars that this translation, which presents a work of “secular 
hagiography containing romance elements,” was made at the behest 
of “Queen Aaliz,” named as patron of the work in three of the four 
extant manuscript copies.152 These two historical chronicles represent 
Adeliza’s reading preference for books that would entertain, educate, as 
well as commemorate her entry into this dynastic heritage, written in a 
language familiar to her upbringing.
 Connected to Adeliza’s interest and support of historical works, 
a noblewoman from her court, Constance FitzGilbert, went to great 
lengths to borrow a copy of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum 
Britanniae (c. 1136) to base her commission of the Estoire des Engleis (c. 
1136–1137).153 Constance requested from the poet Gaimar an Anglo-
Norman verse translation; a rhyming chronicle focused on secular 
history and political interest. Constance also owned a copy of the above-
mentioned Life of Henry I, “which Constance bought for ‘one silver mark 
burnt and weighed,’ and frequently read ‘in her chamber’.”155 These 
books made for Constance demonstrate a shared reading interest 
by noblewomen in historical works and further show a developing 
vernacular literary culture between women in the English court. This 
brief glimpse into the reading habits of noblewomen gives a clearer 
picture of the private manner in which they read, as well as the genres 
they found interesting. In their role as patron of writers, coupled with 
their requests for manuscripts with specific content, these noblewomen 
in England used their financial and social status to obtain books that 
addressed their reading interest in historical genres.
151 The Anglo-Norman Voyage of St Brendan dates from the first quarter of the twelfth 
century. It survives in six manuscript copies, two of which are fragments. The fragment, 
Oxford, Bodleian Library, Rawl D 913 (c. 1200) fol. 85, is the closest to the original 
poem’s date of production.
152 Mackley, The Legend of St Brendan, 31.
153 Geffrei Gaimar, Estoire des Engleis (c. 1136–1137). Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and 
Power, 38. Johns recounts the network of book lending as told by Gaimar in the prologue 
to his manuscript. 
154 See also, Henry Bainton, “Translating the ‘English’ Past: Cultural Identity in the Estoire 
des Engleis,” in Language and Culture in Medieval Britain: The French of England, c. 1100–c. 1500, 
ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Woodbridge: York Medieval Press, 2009), 179. Peter-Damian 
Grint, The New Historians of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Inventing Vernacular Authority 
(Rochester: Boydell Press, 1999), 14 and 50. Also, Fiona Tolhurst, Geoffrey of Monmouth and 
the Feminist Origins of the Arthurian Legend (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012).
155 LOST Manuscript. Helen M. Jewell, Women in Medieval England (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1996), 17. Also Ian Short, “Gaimar’s Epilogue and Geoffrey 
of Monmouth’s Liber vetustissimus,” Speculum 69 (1994): 323–343, at 323. Gaimar was 
familiar with the contemporary author David, who wrote the Life of Henry I for Adeliza.
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 In a marked contrast, scholarship has demonstrated that books of 
“history” in vernacular did not begin to flourish outside of England and 
northern France until the end of the century.156 Margaret of Cleves (d. 
1190) showed an interest in the work of the writer Hendrik van Veldeke, 
especially the epic of Eneide (1174–1184). His work was a Middle High 
German translation of the French Roman d’Eneas, a popular epic that 
spoke of politics, genealogies, and introduced a new literary aspect to 
Germany, that of “courtly love”. Although Veldeke’s manuscript was 
unfinished, he gave it to Margaret “to read and look at” on the occasion of 
her marriage in 1174. This exchange shows Margaret’s literacy in reading 
French verse, her desire to read this historical genre of court epics, as well 
as Veldeke’s respect for Margaret’s noble status demonstrated by giving 
her his work in progress.157 When the book was completed years later, 
while at the Thüringian court Margaret was now a part of as landgravine, 
Veldeke named Margaret as a patron in the epilogue.158
 Another prominent example of female literary support of this genre 
comes from Matilda, duchess of Saxony (d. 1189). Matilda and Henry 
the Lion’s court in Braunschweig (Brunswick) was known for patronage 
of manuscripts of both religious and secular natures.159 Like Margaret, 
Matilda supported the first courtly epics introduced to the German 
regions, specifically the work known as Rolandslied (c. 1170) by Konrad 
Pfaffe.160 Scholars debate whether Matilda herself actually commissioned 
the Rolandslied, arguing that Matilda’s role may only have been the 
acquisition of a French exemplar of the Chanson de Roland for Konrad 
to translate.161 On the other hand, the prologue to the manuscript 
156 Gabrielle M. Speigel, Romancing the Past: The Rise of Vernacular Prose Historiography in 
Thirteenth-Century France (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1993).  
157 Margaret’s father-in-law, Hermann I of Thüringia, was patron to Veldeke. This copy 
was stolen from Margaret’s lady-in-waiting, who was given the book to keep safe. It was 
eventually returned and completed nine years later. Joachim Bumke, Courtly Culture: 
Literature and Society in the High Middle Ages (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1991), 471 and 476. 
158 Bumke, Courtly Culture, 482.
159 D. H. Green, Women Readers in the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2007), 217. Matilda was the daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Henry II of 
England. She was married in 1168 to Henry, duke of Saxony and Bavaria, known as 
Henry the Lion. 
160 Rolandsleid, Heidelburg, Universitätsbibliothek, Cod. Pal. Germ. 112 (1170). Matilda 
may also be involved in the support of the romance work by Eilhart von Oberg, Tristrant 
and Isalde (c. 1170). The attribution of Matilda’s possible role as patron is suggested by 
Bumke, Courtly Culture, 42. Also, Evelyn Mullally, The Artist at Work: Narrative Technique 
in Chretien de Troyes (Philadelphia: The American Philosophical Society, 1988), 62. D. H. 
Green distinguishes the “names of the lovers…according to the different versions,” this 
spelling accords with the work of Eilhart. See D. H. Green, Women and Marriage in German 
Medieval Romance (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 128. 
161 Bumke, Courtly Culture, 482. Bumke supports the idea that it was translated at the 
request of Henry, yet may have been procured through Matilda’s matrilineal network. 
mentions “the noble duchess desired this,” indicating Matilda’s 
preference for, and contribution to, the reading of vernacular works of 
a historical nature in the Saxon court.162 In either case, Matilda played 
a role in the manuscript production, which indicates her awareness of 
the popularity of translations, as well as her access to a French version 
of this text. Whether she brought the book with her upon marriage, or 
acquired it later in some manner, suggests that Matilda may have read 
the French epic or was at least familiar with the work from her family 
court in England.163 
 At the end of the century, the literary patronage of Yolande, countess 
of Saint-Pol, reflects a similar interest in the reading of Latin chronicles 
translated into vernacular French, yet in this case it differs in that her 
reading interest was French prose and not verse. Born into Flemish 
aristocracy, Yolande commissioned the cleric Nicolas de Senlis, sometime 
between 1195–1205, to make a French prose translation of the Latin 
Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, which recounted a legend of Charlemagne and 
his experience at Roncevaux (Historia Karoli Magni).164 Translated from 
a Latin copy Yolande already owned, the manuscript she requested is 
the earliest known French vernacular version of the Pseudo-Turpin.165 
Yolande received the Latin manuscript through inheritance from her 
brother, Count Baldwin V of Hainault.166 Her commission for a French 
prose version shows Yolande’s recognition of the value of a book 
162 Jeffrey Ashcroft, “‘Si waren aines muotes’: Unanimity in Konrad’s Rolandslied and Otto’s 
and Rahewin’s Gesta Frederici,” in Medieval Knighthood IV: Papers from the Fifth Strawberry Hill 
Conference 1990, eds. Christopher Harper-Bill and Ruth Harvey (Woodbridge: Boydell, 
1992), 23–51. Ashcroft suggests that Matilda brought a copy of the Chanson de Roland with 
her when she married Henry the Lion, thus Henry commissioned the translation, not 
Matilda. However, Ashcroft does mention that Matilda’s name is included in the epilogue 
as a patron of the book; Ashcroft, “Si waren aines muotes,” 24. 
163 Additionally, from the Germanic area, the building of a new noble court may have 
sparked the request by Theodora Comnena, Duchess of Austria (d. 1184), to commission 
a translation of the Chanson de Roland in c. 1170 for her court in Vienna, possibly to 
help her learn the German language. See Rima Devereaux, Constantinople and the West 
in Medieval French Literature: Renewal and Utopia (Rochester: D.S. Brewer, 2012), 198. R. 
N. Swanson writes that “the epic Rolandslied and Konig Rother probably derive from the 
court of Henry Jasomirgott,” in The Twelfth Century Renaissance, 178. Theodora, niece of 
Manuel and Anna Comnena, married Henry Jasomirgott, duke of Austria and nephew 
of Conrad III in 1148.  
164 Ronald N. Walpole, The Old French Johannes Translation of the Pseudo-Turpin Chronicle, A 
Critical Edition (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 10.
165 June Hall McCash, “Cultural Patronage: An Overview,” in The Cultural Patronage of 
Medieval Women, ed. June Hall McCash (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1996), 26. 
Pseudo-Turpin, The Chronicle of Pseudo-Turpin: Book IV of the Liber Sancti Jacobi (Codex 
Calixtinus), trans. and ed. Kevin R. Poole (New York: Italica Press, 2014).
166 Spiegel, Romancing the Past, 70–71. Also, Charles W. Dunn, The Foundling and the 
Werwolf: A Literary-Historical Study of Guillaume de Palerne (Toronto: University of Toronto 
Press, 1960), 36. 
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written in the vernacular of a popular epic; in this case, for educational, 
entertainment, and memorial purposes. In addition, about a decade later 
Yolande commissioned the clerk Peter of Beauvais to produce a French 
vernacular prose translation of Books II and III, Miracula and Translatio 
(c. 1212), also taken from Yolande’s copy of the Pseudo-Turpin.167 Her 
second commission highlights the trend toward vernacular reading 
practice among women at court. Yolande had built a small collection 
of French books, translated into two separate manuscripts from the 
Latin exemplar. Her support as patron of vernacular chronicles on 
seperate occasions points to a continued interest in reading material 
that connected her with her ancestry all the way to Charlemagne. 
 As a final example of noblewomen’s interest in reading vernacular 
works of history, the textual patronage of Blanche de Navarre (d. 
1229) stands out as a significant contribution.168 Stirnemann argues 
that Blanche’s political role as regent likely influenced her support for 
works in the genre of history, which extended to an interest in reading 
in French verse known as chansons de geste.169 For example, Blanche 
was likely the patron of two “histories”: the Roman de Troie by Benoît 
de Sainte-Maure, and the Foulque de Candie by Herbert le Duc de 
Damartin.170 Stirnemann attributes these manuscripts to a “Manerius 
Style” of decoration produced in the Champagne region at the turn of 
the century, indicating that Blanche commissioned the production of 
these books to be made by scribes within her court influence.171 
 Based on the commissions of historical works by noblewomen such 
as Adeliza, Matilda, Yolande, and Blanche, the manuscript evidence 
indicates a strong reading preference for this genre held by women 
in the court milieu throughout the twelfth century. An interest in 
chronicles was likely sparked by their desire to secure their dynastic 
heritage. However, their commissions also demonstrate noblewomen’s 
ability to read in the vernacular, and their contribution to textual culture 
in acquiring manuscripts that addressed their reading needs.
167 Dunn, The Foundling and the Werwolf, 37. Also, Spiegel, Romancing the Past, 344, n. 63.
168 Blanche of Navarre, countess of Champagne, c. 1181–1229.
169 Patricia Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France: 1170–1220,” in Representations of 
the Feminine, ed. Bonnie Wheeler (Dallas: Academia Press, 1993). 
170 Roman de Troie, London, BL, Additional 30863 (1195–1205); Foulque de Candie, Paris, 
BnF, fr. 25518 (1200–1210). Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France,” 248. Penny 
Eley “Author and Audience in the Roman de Troie, in Courtly Literature: Culture and Context. 
Selected Papers from the 5th Triennial Congress of the International Courtly Literature Society, 
Dalfsen, The Netherlands, 9–16 Aug. 1986, eds. Keith Busby and Erik Kooper (Amsterdam: 
John Benjamins Publishing Company, 1990), 181. Also, The Chanson d’Antioche: An Old 
French Account of the First Crusade, trans. Susan B. Edgington, ed. Carol Sweetenham 
(Farnham: Ashgate, 2011), 82.
171 Stirnemann, “Women and Books,” 249.
SAINTS’ LIVES
Noblewomen requested manuscripts on saints’ lives written in 
vernacular languages for the same reasons they commissioned them in 
Latin: for spiritual edification, education, and connection to the past. 
Yet, these manuscripts offered the added benefit of a text written in 
their primary language.172 For instance, in the Meuse-Rhine region, 
Hendrik van Veldeke, discussed above, was both author and translator 
working under the patronage of various noblewomen. Continuing his 
work within the literary genre of “history”, Veldeke was commissioned 
by Duchess Agnes of Laon/Loon (d. 1191) to compose a translation of 
the Latin Vita et Miracula of St Servatius, the patron saint of Maastricht, 
into the Limburg dialect, Het Leven van Sint Servaes (c. 1170).173 Agnes 
may have commissioned this translation as a way to help “propagate the 
veneration” of this local saint, recognizing the value a manuscript can 
impart as a holy object, and securing her pious role as patron.174 
 A further example indicates the literary patronage of Blanche de 
Navarre. She commissioned a translation of the Latin text Vitae Patrum, 
made by an unknown author consisting of seventy-four lives of the Latin 
fathers, into French prose known as the Vie des Peres sometime between c. 
1199 and 1229.175 The verse prologue to the prose manuscript suggests 
that Blanche “put aside Cliges et Perceval,” secular works she must 
have been familiar with, in exchange for compositions of moralizing 
works in vernacular prose.176 This “warning” against reading books of 
romance points to the widespread trend occurring during the twelfth 
century for works written outside of the dominant Latin textual culture, 
supported by the commissions for vernacular manuscripts by high-
status noblewomen in a court context.
172 Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power, 37. 
173 Heinrich von Veldeke, The Life of Saint Servatius: A Dual-Language Edition of the Middle 
Dutch Legend of Saint Servatius by Heinrich von Veldeke and the Anonymous Upper German Life 
of Saint Servatius, eds. Kim Vivian, Ludo Jongen, and Richard H. Lawson (New York: E. 
Mellen Press, 2006). Also, Frits van Oostrom, “The Middle Ages until circa 1400,” in A 
Literary History of the Low Countries, ed. Theo Hermans (Rochester: Camden House, 2009), 
8–10. Agnes, written as Agnes of Loon (or Looz), was duchess of Bavaria. Her daughter 
was Sophia of Wittelsbach, who owned two Latin psalters with her donor-portraits 
discussed above.
174 Frits van Oostrom, “The Middle Ages until circa 1400,” 10.
175 La Vies des (anciens) peres, Paris, BnF, Fr. 1038 (1200–1225) and Lyon, Bibliotheque 
Municipale, ms. 868 (1200–1225), fols. 1v–115r. See David Bell, What Nuns Read: Books 
and Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1995), 115; 
“Barking #15: This is the prose translation of the Vitas patrum (BHL 6524) prepared for 
Blanche de Navarre, Countess of Champagne, sometime between 1199 and 1229.”  Also, 
Anne Clark Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers: Representation and Subjectivity in Middle 
English Devotional Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 6 and 7.
176 McCash, Cultural Patronage, 25.
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2.3 romanCe
As Albrecht Classen notes, the “Old French grapheme, ‘romanz’…meant 
at first any work translated from Latin into a Romance vernacular, and 
came only later to denote a work of narrative literature, including not 
only the romance, but several other genres.”177 Similar to vernacular 
histories, the chronicles, epics, and legends composed in (French) 
rhyming verse, noblewomen throughout Europe embraced a trend 
toward books produced in romanz.178 This shift in language of the 
written word became specifically connected to a developing genre 
which focused mainly on secular concerns of portraying a “romantic 
ideal” of court culture. The reading interest of noblewomen regarding 
works of romance was a significant addition to textual culture specific to 
the twelfth century. 
 Toward the middle of the century, this genre became a reading 
interest of Marie de Champagne (d. 1198). Through her role as patron 
of this developing literary trend, Marie helped to establish the court of 
Champagne as a center for textual and artistic advancement.179 Marie 
was the eldest daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine and Louis VII, and 
was educated in Latin, as well as French, during her youth at St Pierre 
in Avenay learning under the abbess Alice of Mareuil.180 It is possible 
Marie even built a personal library while growing up at the convent 
in Avenay.181 As Countess of Champagne, she extended her social and 
financial support to textual culture as a patron to authors of romance. 
Marie’s role in the production of the Arthurian-based work by Chrétien 
de Troyes, Le Chevalier de la Charrette (1181–1187), holds an enigmatic 
dedication to Marie in the prologue.182 It states, “The subject matter and 
177 Albrecht Classen, ed., Handbook of Medieval Studies: Terms, Methods, and Trends, vol. 2 
(Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2010), 1831–2.
178 Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner, “The Shape of Romance in Medieval France,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. Roberta Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 13. Bruckner comments that “romance is an art of reshaping 
through rewriting.”
179 John F. Benton, “The Court of Champagne as Literary Center,” in Culture, Power and 
Personality in Medieval France, ed. Thomas N. Bisson (London: The Hambeldon Press, 
1991), 3–39.
180 Evergates, “Aristocratic Women,” 77. Both June Hall McCash and John F. Benton 
comment that Marie could not read Latin well, this does not indicate Marie was not taught 
Latin, or that she could not read Latin at all. See June Hall McCash, “Chretien’s Patrons,” 
in A Companion to Chretien de Troyes, eds. Norris J. Lacy and Joan Tasker Grimbert 
(Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 2008), 16.
181 Evergates, “Aristocratic Women,” 77–79. The contents of Marie de Champagne’s 
library are unknown.
182 Le Chevalier de la Charrette/Lancelot; no manuscripts survive from the period of production. 
See Benton, “The Court of Champagne as Literary Center,” in Culture, Power and 
Personality, 12–14. Terry Nixon, “Romance Collections and the Manuscripts of Chretien 
meaning are furnished and given him by the Countess.”183 The wording 
suggests that Marie was responsible not only for the commission, but 
possibly providing a narrative for Chrétien to follow. Marie’s support 
of a number of other romance authors such as Gautier d’Arras and 
lyric-poets Conon de Bethune and Huon d’Oisy shows her continued 
interest in this developing genre, read for entertainment purposes.184 
For example, Huon d’Oisy wrote a poem for Marie in 1189 called the 
Tournoiment des Dames, a story where the noblewomen were competing 
in the tournament rather than men.185
 At about the same time, also in the northern region of France, the 
verse romance Partonopeu(s) de Blois (c. 1171) was dedicated to the 
patronage of Alix, countess of Blois.186 This is closely followed by a 
commission from Yolande of Saint-Pol, discussed above, for the French 
verse romance Guillaume de Palerme (c. 1200).187 The work is a translation 
of an unidentified Latin text, which Yolande must have known about, 
and perhaps secured an exemplar to have copied. Her commission also 
tells us that Yolande’s reading interest in vernacular books extended 
from moralizing texts written in prose, to narratives of entertainment 
written in verse. Blanche de Navarre lent her patronage and influence 
to the production of romance books, which included an anthology of 
de Troyes,” in Les Manuscripts de Chretien de Troyes, Vol. 1, eds. Keith Busby, Terry Nixon, 
Alison Stones, and Laurie Walters (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993), 22. Also, Stirnemann, 
“Women and Books,” 247. Guiot manuscript, (Paris, BnF, Fr. 794 (early 13th c). An image 
thought to represent Marie de Champagne is found in the initial P (fol. 27) depicting her 
as patron of the text. Stirnemann, “Some Champenois Vernacular Manuscripts and the 
Manerius Style of Illumination,” in Les Manuscrits de Chretien de Troyes, Vol. 1, eds. Keith 
Busby, Terry Nixon, Alison Stones, and Lori Walters (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1993), 204.
183 Douglas Kelly, “Narrative Poetics: Rhetoric, Orality and Performance,” in A Companion 
to Chrétien de Troyes, eds. Norris J. Lacy and Joan Tasker Grimbert (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 2005), 56.
184 Michelle Reichert, Between Courtly Literature and Al-Andalus: Matiere D’Orient and the 
Importance of Spain in the Romances of the Twelfth-Century Writer Chrétien de Troyes: Oriental 
Symbolism and Influences in the Romances of Chrétien de Troyes (New York: Routledge, 2006), 
8–11. Also, Kristen Lee Over, Kingship, Conquest, and Patria: Literary and Cultural Identities 
in Medieval French and Welsh Arthurian Romance (New York: Routledge, 2014), 79.
185 Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 29.
186 Penny Eley, Partonopeus de Blois: Romance in the Making (Cambridge: Boydell and 
Brewer, 2011), 179–206. Partonopeus de Blois was composed in c. 1171, but the earliest 
version is from Paris, Bibl. de l’Arsenal, ms. 2986, dated to the late twelfth or early 
thirteenth century. Alix of France/Blois is the youngest daughter of Eleanor of Aquitaine 
and King Louis VII.
187 Guillaume de Palerme (c. 1200). This romance survives in a single manuscript from 
the thirteenth century (Paris, Bibl. de l’Arsenal ms. 6565). Dunn, The Foundling and the 
Werwolf, 25–38. Dunn translates the quote differently: “Cest livre fist diter et faire/ Et de 
latin en roumans traire (9658–9)/She caused this book to be recited and composed, and 
translated from Latin into French”, at 25. Also, Alexandre Micha, Guillaume de Palerne, 
Roman du XII siecle (Geneve: Librarie Droz, 1990), 6–7. 
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the works of Chrétien de Troyes.188 Additionally, Stirnemann argues 
that the Perceval le vieil by Manessier, a continuation of Chrétien’s 
Perceval, was written for Blanche’s niece, Countess Jeanne de Flandres 
(1200–1244), as stated in the epilogue of the work.189
 The examples discussed above are books with a known attribution 
to the commission and support of a specific noblewoman. However, it 
has been argued that works in this genre were created for the larger 
female court audience. Bumke notes how “courtly epic poets repeatedly 
declared that their works were intended to win them the favor of noble 
ladies.”190 These examples show how noblewomen guided the reading 
material presented to their court, and as June McCash has argued, their 
“social responsibility to provide entertainment for the court must not 
be excluded as a major motive for female patronage, particularly for 
the support and encouragement of writers, jongleurs, dancers, and 
singers.”191 Despite the popularity of this genre in French-speaking 
courts, the lack of romance narratives in twelfth-century England or 
the Germanic regions suggests the genre of courtly romance was not 
favored by noblewomen there.192
2.4 poetry and letters
It is possible to categorize most of the above vernacular literature 
as poetry, since it was primarily composed in a verse style. Further, 
evidence of verse-epistles written in vernacular does not become a 
common practice until the fourteenth century, as witnessed in the works 
by Christine de Pizan.193 However, the poem Bien cuidai toute ma vie 
was written for a noblewoman, likely Marie de Champagne, a twelfth-
century patroness with a wide range of reading interests. The work was 
188 Annonay anthology (1205–1220) is held in a private collection. 
189 Conte del Graal or Perceval, London, BL, Additional 36614 (1210–1220); See 
Stirnemann, “Women and Books in France,” 249; Stirnemann, “Some Champenois 
Vernacular Manuscripts,” 195–226, at 212. Also see ARLIMA, Archives de Littérature 
du Moyen Age, http://www.arlima.net/eh/herbert_le_duc_de_dammartin.html (accessed 
11 November 2017).
190 Bumke, Courtly Culture: Literature and Society in the High Middle Ages (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1991), 483.
191 McCash, Cultural Patronage, 23.
192 D. H. Green, Women and Marriage in German Medieval Romance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2009). Ann Marie Rasmussen, “Medieval German Romance,” in The 
Cambridge Companion to Medieval Romance, ed. Roberta L. Krueger (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Pres, 2000), 183.
193 Nadia Margolis, “The Cry of the Chameleon: Evolving Voices in the Epistles of 
Christine de Pisan,” in Disputatio, An International Transdisciplinary Journal of the Late Middle 
Ages. Vol 1: The Late Medieval Epistle, eds. Carol Poster and Richard Utz (Evanston, IL: 
Northwestern University Press, 1996), 39. 
composed by the French lyric-poet Gace Brulé, who mentions that the 
poem was requested by the “comtesse de Brie”; scholars have suggested 
that this is Blanche de Navarre and not Marie de Champagne.194 In 
either case, Marie was known as a patron to many other twelfth-century 
poets, such as Conon de Bethune and Aubouin de Sezanne.195 
2.5 Various Books in VernaCular
There are a few instances that escape the conventional genre categories 
I have suggested so far which can be highlighted as examples of books 
used for educational purposes. For instance, at the beginning of the 
century in England, the Bestiary by Philippe de Thaon was made for 
Adeliza of Leuven, likely intended for her education.196 Willene Clark 
suggests that an interpretation of the opening stanza can infer that it 
was in fact considered a “teacher’s book.”197
Philippe de Taun en franceise raisun
Ad estrait Bestiaire, un livere de gramaire,
Pur l’onur d’une gemme, ki mult est bele femme,
Aliz est numée, reine est corunée,
Reine est de Engleterre, sa ame n’ait ja guere;198
Philippe de Thaon (Taun) also dedicated a French translation of the 
Latin “Tiburtine Sibyl” to Empress Matilda, stepdaughter of Adeliza.199 
The Livre de Sibile is the oldest known translation of this prognostic 
194 Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 19.
195 Benton, Culture, Power and Personality, 39. Also, Dunn, The Foundling and the Werwolf, 35. 
196 Philippe Thaon, Bestiary, London, British Library, Cotton Nero A.V (1121–1135). 
(Later copies in Oxford, Merton College MS 249 and Copenhagen, Kongelige Bibliotek, 
Gl. kgl. S 3466 80). It is possible that Adeliza requested the bestiary to learn about the 
animals kept in her husband’s menagerie.
197 Willene B. Clark, A Medieval Book of Beasts: Second Family Bestiary: Commentary, Art, 
Text and Translation (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006), 103 and 113. Also, Susan Crane, 
Animal Encounters: Contacts and Concepts in Medieval Britain (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2013), 201, n. 12. According to Crane, Marie de France was not 
influenced by Philippe’s bestiary for her work, Bisclavret.
198 “Philippe de Thaun into the French language, has translated the Bestiary, a book of 
science, for the honour of a jewel, who is a very handsome woman, Aliz is she named, a 
queen she is crowned, queen she is of England, may her soul never have trouble.” Thomas 
Wright, ed., The Bestairy of Philippe de Thaon (London: The Historical Society, 1841); Digital 
text from David Badke, The Medieval Bestiary, Animals in the Middle Ages (2002–2008), http://
bestiary.ca/etexts/wright1841/wright1841.htm (accessed 11 November 2017).
199 Epistolae notes that this book was dedicated to her mother, Queen Matilda. 
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text.200 Next, the Eisterioi/Epithalamion, was made toward the end of 
the twelfth century as a gift for the betrothal of a French bride, Anna 
(Agnes), who was to marry Alexios Komnenos.201 Composed in Greek as 
a poem “of greetings,” with grand illustrations, the book was intended 
to educate the young girl in her new language and culture.202 Finally, 
Queen Teresa of Portugal (reigned 1112–1128) requested John of 
Seville to translate from Arabic to Latin a portion (health regime) of the 
Secret of Secrets attributed to Aristotle.203
3. CONCLUSION
What can be discerned from the varied evidence of books made for 
noblewomen? Most prominent is women’s active role in acquiring the 
books they found valuable to read, by commissioning manuscripts 
and supporting authors. The books they requested not only served 
their individual needs of devotional reading, or the larger needs of 
courtly entertainment, but also demonstrate instances of noblewomen’s 
influence over politics, education, and the spiritual guidance of others. 
Of the books made for noblewomen written in Latin, the psalter stands 
out owing to its use as the primary book for women’s education, private 
devotion, and display of wealth and piety. 
 Added to this, women at court began to build a vernacular literary 
culture which continued to gain momentum throughout the period 
into the following centuries. My research indicates over twenty books 
made in a vernacular language with attribution of ownership to a 
noblewoman from the twelfth century, produced in various levels of 
200 Hugh Sheilds, ed., Le livre de Sibile by Philippe de Thaon (London: Anglo-Norman Text 
Soc., 1979). Elisabeth van Houts, ed., Medieval Memories: Men, Women and the Past, 700–
1300 (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2001), 11. Also, ARLIMA, Archives de Littérature du 
Moyen Age, http://www.arlima.net/mp/philippe_de_thaon.html (accessed 11 November 
2017). 
201 Agnes of France is the same as Anna, Byzantine Empress.
202 Eiseterioi, Vatican City, Bibliotecca Apostolica Vaticana, GR Ms. 1851 (1179). Cecily 
Hilsdale, “Constructing a Greek Book for French Bride,” The Art Bulletin 87, no. 3 (2005): 
458–483. Also, Michael Jefferys, “The Vernacular Eiseterioi for Agnes of France,” in 
Byzantine Papers: Proceedings of the First Australian Byzantine Studies Conference, Canberra, 17–
19 May 1978, eds. Elizabeth and Michael Jefferys and Ann Moffat (Canberra: Australian 
Association for Byzantine Studies, 1981), 101–115. This manuscript has dating and 
attribution that have been debated by scholars.
203 Charles Burnett, “Royal Patronage of the Translations from Arabic into Latin in the 
Iberian Penninsula,” in Kulturtransfer und Hofgesellschaft im Mittelalter: Wissenskultur am 
sizilianischen und kastilischen Hof im 13. Jahrhundert, eds. Johannes Fried and Gundula 
Grebner (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2009), 323–330; Burnett, ‘Al-Qabisi’s Introduction to 
Astrology: From Courtly Entertainment to University Textbook,” in Studies in the History of 
Culture and Science: A Tribute to Gad Freudenthal, ed. Resianne Fontaine (Leiden: Brill, 2010).
collaboration between patroness and author.204 This shift in language of 
the written word was founded on the support of noblewomen during the 
twelfth century. The evidence presented indicates that the translation of 
Latin works into vernacular languages, including topics such as history, 
romance, and religious texts, was a frequent request by noble female 
patrons; read for entertainment, education, and commemoration. 
 Although many of the books belonging to noblewomen in the 
twelfth century no longer survive – only fifteen of the vernacular 
manuscripts discussed above are extant from the twelfth century – 
women’s participation is further evidenced by contemporary and 
later sources, indicating that noblewomen’s mark on textual culture 
could not be erased. Our knowledge of the books they read by way of 
commission, inheritance, dedication, or exchange give us a context for 
understanding twelfth-century noblewomen’s reading preference for 
genres both moralizing and entertaining. Moreover, their contribution 
to manuscript production as elite patrons influenced the physical 
elements of the book itself, such as illuminations, portraits, and treasure 
bindings, which exemplified the female readers’ noble status and piety. 
 The next chapter introduces books made for women in a convent 
context through various means of support, from commission to 
collection. I first discuss those books written in Latin, followed by the few 
examples of books made for nuns written in a vernacular language. I will 
again organize the highlighted examples by genre, thus demonstrating 
how the books were used, which gives us a better understanding of 
nuns’ contribution to written culture and manuscript production in the 
twelfth century.
204 See Appendix.
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Chapter Three:
BOOKS MADE FOR WOMEN IN THE 
TWELFTH CENTURY – CONVENT
During the twelfth century, the convent remained the primary location for the education of medieval women, a place where noblewomen and nuns learned alongside each other how to 
read, and possibly to write Latin and vernacular texts.1 In this chapter 
I address the books belonging to women living in a convent milieu 
during the twelfth century, first discussing the books written in Latin, 
highlighting instances where Latin endings have been altered to reflect 
a female reader, and how the manuscripts may have been read in a 
convent context. I supplement this discussion with examples of books 
written in a vernacular language or with vernacular commentary 
used during the twelfth century within a convent. To this end, I have 
garnered evidence from booklists, catalogs, and databases, utilizing 
research tools both medieval and contemporary, which help to identify 
twelfth-century manuscripts held in convent libraries.2 
 Women’s religious communities across monastic orders display 
similar reading preferences toward genres both devotional and 
memorial in nature. Living under a monastic rule required books for 
the Divine Office and Mass, such as liturgical manuscripts, traditional 
patristic works, Bibles, Gospels, and psalters.3 These were essential 
books across monastic orders, and women’s religious communities 
throughout Western Europe would endeavor to obtain this core 
collection. During the twelfth century, in contrast to books of romance 
which were prevalent at court, the convent milieu displayed a strong 
reading interest in sermons. In addition, nuns’ reading practice 
included chronicles, saints’ lives, and schoolbooks, read for purposes 
of historic commemoration, spiritual emulation, and most practically, 
1 Jo Ann McNamara, Sisters in Arms: Catholic Nuns Through Two Millennia (Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, 1996), 199–200.
2 This list includes books recorded in various scholarly articles and books, for example, 
David Bell’s What Nuns Read: Books and Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1995).  
3 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, Petra Marx, and Susan Marti, “The Time of the Orders, 1200–
1500, An Introduction,” in Crown and Veil: Female Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth 
Centuries, eds. Jeffrey F. Hamburger and Susan Marti (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2008), 70.
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had built a multilingual book collection, which included manuscripts from 
a range of centuries. According to Bell, the nuns’ library included a copy 
of the Gospels from the late tenth or early eleventh- century, along with 
an early thirteenth-century copy of the Song of Songs together with the 
Lamentations, with gloss.10 The abbey’s book collection also held several 
non-service books, including vernacular works. Bell notes that the abbey 
library held a manuscript of saints’ lives written in French prose, the Vie des 
Peres, originally made for Blanche of Navarre.11 The varied book collection 
at Barking Abbey shows that nuns could read in both Latin and French, 
with an interest in genres beyond the needs of the liturgy. Although there 
is no catalog from the twelfth century listing the books used by the nuns 
of Barking, scholars have pieced together what book collections in wealthy 
convents in England during this period may have held.12 As Mary C. Erler 
notes, “the evidence for substantial collections comes from the largest and 
best-known women’s houses.”13
 Rodney Thomson’s research on book collections held at monastic 
houses in Germany during the twelfth century has uncovered booklists 
from five women’s communities during this period: Augsburg 
(OSB), Lippoldsberg (OSB), Muri (OSB), Schäftlarn (O. PREM), 
and Wessobrunn (OSB).14 Of particular interest is the fact that these 
booklists are from houses which followed the rule of female claustration, 
and thus can tell us something about the diverse reading repertoire 
of an enclosed nun, such as classical authors, liturgical books, and 
didactic works. Thomson argues that the evidence from women’s book 
collections in Germany, especially at women’s communities with scribes, 
have been overlooked as representing a significant contribution to 
manuscript production during the twelfth century.15
for advancing literacy in Latin grammar.4 Convent book collections 
also included works directed toward pastoral care, which reflected a 
twelfth-century resurgence of a genre specifically aimed at a convent 
reading culture.5 The manuscripts belonging to women in the convent 
milieu demonstrate the types of books that supported monastic learning 
throughout Western Europe based on four genres: historical writings, 
educational texts, religious works, and guidebooks for spiritual care.6 
 During the Middle Ages, women moved from court to convent, and back 
again, sharing and exchanging reading habits influenced by the books held 
in the convent libraries of the twelfth century. As this chapter will show, 
women living within a convent setting received books in dedication, were 
patrons of authors, and commissioned manuscripts they deemed valuable 
for reading. From abbess, prioress, canoness to nun, women used their 
social and pious status to acquire manuscripts, thus contributing to the 
textual culture of the “long twelfth century” as readers and patrons.7
1. CONVENT BOOK COLLECTIONS
In his foundational work on books once held in the convent libraries of 
medieval England, David Bell has cataloged the extant manuscripts from 
women’s religious houses spanning a period from the twelfth to the sixteenth 
century.8 Bell’s results show 144 manuscripts belonging to English convent 
libraries, with at least twelve manuscripts dating from the twelfth century, 
and another twenty from either the late eleventh or early thirteenth century 
margins.9 For example, the Benedictine nuns of Barking Abbey in Essex 
4 Bell, What Nuns Read, 34–36. 
5 For a more in-depth look at the role of pastoral care works and women in the twelfth 
century, see Guidance for Women in Twelfth-Century Convents, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne 
and trans. Vera Morton (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2003). Also, Beth Allison Barr, The 
Pastoral Care of Women in Late Medieval England (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2008), 
12, 22, and 78. 
6 Jean Leclercq, The Love of Learning and the Desire for God: A Study of Monastic Culture, trans. 
Catharine Misrahi (New York: Fordham University Press, 1982), 154–155. Leclercq lists 
four genres in monastic milieus: “history, the sermon, the letter, and the florilegium.”
7 Karl F. Morrison, History as a Visual Art in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1990), 176. Also, Susan M. Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy, 
and Power in the Twelfth-Century Norman Realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2003), 39. Nuns’ contribution as scribes will be further discussed in chapters four and five 
of this study.
8 David Bell, What Nuns Read: Books & Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo, 
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1995). 
9 Bell, What Nuns Read, 34. Another possible booklist from Wilton Abbey is noted by Cynthia 
Turner Camp, “Edith of Wilton and the Writing of Women’s History,” in Anglo-Saxon Saints 
Lives as History Writing in Late Medieval England (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2015), 27 n.10; “A 
list of some of Wilton’s lost or unidentified books, written on the last folio of BL, Cotton MS 
Faustina B. iii and including primarily liturgical texts, has been printed by Richard Sharpe et 
al., eds. English Benedictine Libraries: The Shorter Catalogues (London: British Library, 1996).”
10 Gospel Book, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS. Bodley 155 (c. 1000). Song of Songs with 
gloss, Oxford, Bodleian Library, Laud lat. 19 (c. 1300). Bell, What Nuns Read, 111. Mary 
Jane Morrow, “The Literary Culture of English Benedictine Nuns, c. 1000–1250,” PhD 
diss., Duke University, 1999. Morrow (94, n. 42) states this Gospel book was “designed to 
accommodate office use through marginal notes or gospel selection listings.” 
11 Vitae sanctorum/Vies des peres, Paris, BnF, Fr. 1038 (1200–1225); Bell, What Nuns Read, 115. 
See also, Anne Clark Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers: Representation and Subjectivity in 
Middle English Devotional Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1995), 6 and 7. 
12 Jane Stevenson, “Anglo-Latin Women Poets,” in Latin Learning and English Lore: Studies 
in Anglo-Saxon Literature for Michael Lapidge, eds. Katherine O’Brien O’Keeffe and Andy 
Orchard, 2 vols. (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2005), 94. Morrow, “Literary 
Culture,” 20–22. Barking Abbey was the third richest house in England by 1066.
13 Mary C. Erler, Women, Reading, and Piety in Late Medieval England (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2006), 31.
14 Rodney M. Thomson, “The Place of Germany in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance: 
Books Scriptoria and Libraries,” in Turning Over a New Leaf: Change and Development in 
the Medieval Book, eds. Erik Kwakkel, Rosamond McKitterick, and Rodney M. Thomson 
(Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2012), 141–144. 
15 Thomson, “The Place of Germany,” 140.
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the work of Diemut provides a rare look at the books deemed important 
enough to read, collect, and copy by the nuns at Wessobrunn, which can 
lead to further comparisons to other convent book collections.
 Alison Beach, in her study on women’s scribal contributions in 
twelfth-century Bavaria, provides an extensive reconstruction of the 
convent library held by the Benedictine nuns at Admont.22 Although 
no inventory from any century regarding the Admont nuns’ specific 
book collection has survived, Beach has compiled the books which 
likely derived from the nuns’ library. Building upon the work of Jakob 
Wichner, who cataloged the manuscripts of Admont’s library in 1888, 
and the fourteenth-century list of the monk’s book collection made by 
Peter of Arbon, whose list neglects to include a number of manuscripts 
that were uncovered by Wichner, Beach has carefully assembled the 
puzzle pieces.23 The “reconstructed” nuns’ library from Beach’s account 
includes forty-seven books that may have belonged exclusively to the 
nuns’ collection.24 At least eight manuscripts were copied, and perhaps 
even illustrated, by nuns at Admont during the last decades of the twelfth 
century, thus they could shape the contents of their book collection 
and reading practices.25 Further, the library of books the nuns would 
possibly have had access to through borrowing and exchange would 
have been quite large if we include those books in possession of the 
monks of Admont. According to Beach, “approximately two hundred 
twelfth-century books survive from the monastery,” kept mostly intact 
since the Middle Ages, which gives an opportunity to study a large 
monastic book collection which was accessible to both monks and nuns.26 
 However, as Marjorie Woods points out, “we must be particularly 
cautious when inferring ownership of texts by one-half of a double 
monastery from those owned by the other half.”27 Constant Mews 
 When consulting medieval booklists, it remains important to 
remember that they may reveal only a portion of the books owned by 
women in convents, similar to the cataloging practice of male monastic 
houses.16 As a result, the surviving catalogs or booklists from medieval 
convent libraries can leave us with an incomplete picture, most often 
listing only the first, or most substantial title of texts within volumes. 
Also rarely mentioned are books that were used daily, such as liturgical 
books or copies of the monastic rule, which were often kept separate 
in the sacristy or chapter room and therefore not recorded as part 
of the armarium, or library collection.17 Nor do they provide detailed 
descriptions, making it difficult to identify titles, especially if there are 
many texts by the same author.18 Thus, most scholarship has been much 
like putting together a puzzle without having seen the picture on its box.
 It is fortunate for scholars that a booklist from twelfth-century 
Wessobrunn was created specifically to document the textual production 
of the nun Diemut (Diemud) shortly after her death.19 Diemut (d. 
1130/1150) is believed to have produced at least forty-five manuscripts for 
the library of the double-house of Wessobrunn, including twelve service 
books, approximately twenty works by patristic authors, three books by 
Cassiodorus and Eusebius, and an alphabetical glossary of “unfamiliar 
names from sacred writings.”20 The booklist was written down by another 
nun of Wessobrunn, who likely worked with Diemut and knew the extent 
of her work. This unnamed nun writes: Isti sunt libri, quos scripsit et sancto 
Petro tradidit Diemot, ancilla Dei.21 A second booklist from Wessobrunn 
was written in the thirteenth century and confirms that a number of 
the books made by Diemut were still part of the library a century later. 
Booklist A, owing to the close proximity in time to its compilation and 
16 Jennifer Summit, Memory’s Library, Medieval Books in Early Modern England (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 2008). Also, Jennifer A. Weston, “Taking Stock: Booklists as 
Evidence of Medieval Reading Culture,” in Fruits of Learning: The Transfer of Encyclopaedic 
Knowledge in the Early Middle Ages, ed. Rolf H. Bremmer Jr. and Kees Dekker (Leuven: 
Peeters, 2016), 75–93. 
17 Julie Hotchin, “Women’s Reading and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century Germany: 
The Library of the Nuns of Lippoldsberg,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture, Reform and 
Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 139–189.
18 Christoph Egger, “The Scholar’s Suitcase: Books and Transfer of Knowledge in 
Twelfth-Century Europe,” in The Church and the Book, ed. R. N. Swanson (Suffolk: Boydell 
and Brewer, 2004), 90. 
19 Booklist A, Münich, BSB, Clm. 22001d (1130–1150). Written by Nun-Scribe 2 of 
Wessobrunn. Booklist B, Münich, BSB, Clm. 22059, fol. 72v (1200–1300). See Beach, 
Women as Scribes, 43.
20 The year of her death is unknown, but speculated as sometime during the middle of the 
century. For a complete list of the books copied by Diemut, see Beach, Women as Scribes, 
Table 2.1, 40–42.
21 Beach, Women as Scribes, 41. Latin is quoted from Beach.
22 Alison I. Beach, Women as Scribes, Book Production and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century 
Bavaria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004); Beach, “Listening for the 
Voices of Admont’s Twelfth-Century Nuns,” in Voices in Dialogue, Reading Women in the 
Middle Ages, eds. Linda Olson and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, IN: University of 
Notre Dame Press, 2005). John Van Engen, “The Voices of Women in Twelfth-Century 
Europe,” in Voices in Dialogue, Reading Women in the Middle Ages, ed. Linda Olson and 
Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005). 
23 Jakob Wichner, Handschriften Katalog, Catalogus codicum manu scriptorum Admontensis 
(handschriftlich), Admont 1888. Also, Beach, Women as Scribes, 79, 87, n. 86.
24 Beach, Women as Scribes, 79–84.
25 Beach, Women as Scribes, 140.
26 Beach, Women as Scribes, 77.
27 Marjorie Curry Woods, “Shared Books: Primers, Psalters, and the Adult Acquisition of 
Literacy Among Devout Laywomen and Women in Orders in Late Medieval England,” in 
New Trends in Feminine Spirituality: The Holy Women of Liege and Their Impact, eds. Juliette 
Dor, Lesley Johnson, and Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Turnhout: Brepols, 1999), 188.
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and the network of textual transmission they were part of.33 The booklist 
shows the variety of manuscripts they used for devotional and educational 
purposes, and further tells of the nuns’ concern with documenting the 
extent of their collection. These valuable twelfth-century booklists reveal 
the variety and quantity of books that were available for monastic women 
at these communities (in Germany) to read.
Figure 15: Booklist, Chronicle of Lippoldsberg, Marburg,
Hessisches Staatsarchiv, H77 (1151), fol. 12r.
comments that the library at Zweifalten was shared by the men and 
women of the community, while in contrast, Beach states that the 
access to books was minimal for the women of the double community 
at Schäftlarn.28 Beach argues that the nuns at Schäftlarn experienced 
limited access to the library at best, since “female reading was merely 
tolerated, with special concessions sometimes made for those who 
arrived at the monastery better educated.”29 Use of books by the nuns at 
Schäftlarn, as perhaps at other Premonstratensian double monasteries, 
was complicated by the order’s strict claustration of professed sisters.30 
 Another important example of a contemporary record is the booklist 
from the Benedictine abbey of Lippoldsberg in the Saxon region of 
Germany. In 1151, the Prioress Margaret created an inventory of its 
books.31 (Fig. 15) The record lists fifty-five manuscripts (four are extant), 
which “contained a core of standard works common to any monastic library 
aiming for a comprehensive collection, complemented by a significant 
number of contemporary texts.”32 The classic works of the Church Fathers 
are represented by Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome, and Gregory, while 
contemporary authors such as Hugh of St Victor and Rupert of Deutz 
demonstrate the convent’s interest in current works of biblical exegesis.
 The Lippoldsberg booklist itself makes up part of an account book 
for the convent, which also contains the Chronicle of Lippoldsberg. 
Although the manuscript is a sparse fourteen folios, it provides a wealth 
of information about which texts the nuns of Lippoldsberg had access to 
28 Constant J. Mews, “Virginity, Theology, and Pedagogy,” in Listen Daughter: The 
Speculuum virginum and the Formation of Religious Women in the Middle Ages, ed. Constant J. 
Mews (New York: Palgrave, 2001), 20. Beach, Women as Scribes, 115. 
29 Alison I. Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration between the Sexes in the Twelfth-
Century Scriptorium,” in Monks and Nuns, Saints and Outcasts: Religion in Medieval Society, 
eds. Sharon Farmer and Barbara Rosenwein (Ithaca: Cornell Press, 2000), 57–75, at 68. 
Beach notes the lack of evidence such as ex libris entries, lending lists, or other records of 
a canoness’ library.
30 For an alternate view that sees nuns in Premonstratensian communities as “teachers 
and learners, with the aim to educate verbo et exemplo, and enjoyed considerable freedom,” 
see Reghina Dascal, “Constructing a Vantage Point from Which to Regard Women and 
History: Christine de Pizan and the Querelle De Femmes,” Didactica 2, no. 2 (2009): 18. 
Not all “double-houses” followed the Order of Premontré (O. Prem), for example, the 
Gilbertines.
31 Chronicon Lippoldsbergense, Marburg, Hessisches Staatsarchiv, H77 (c. 1151). Hotchin, 
“Women’s Reading,”149–151. See also, Susan El Kholi, Lektüre in Frauenkonventen des 
ostfränkisch-deutschen Reiches vom 8. Jahrhundert bis zur Mitte des 13. Jahrhunderts (Würzburg: 
Konigshausen and Neumann, 1997), 8. 
32 For a complete list of the manuscripts, see Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 153. Aliza 
Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony: St. Pancras in Hamersleben (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 2004), 18.
33 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 139. The scribal activities of the Lippoldsberg nuns will 
be further discussed in the following chapter.
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three primary areas within the convent.40 First, the convent church would 
have been the main location, owing to the required daily attendance of 
Mass and performance of the Divine Office. The reading practice of 
nuns was shaped by their participation in the liturgy, and as Morrow 
has pointed out, “the expectation of devotional services, especially the 
daily office…would be accomplished by the women themselves.”41 Nuns 
would read from a variety of liturgical books such as evangeliaries, 
breviaries, or psalters. Next, nuns used books during the daily chapter 
meeting. Morrow states that this was the time where “concerns about 
financial or social issues were discussed. The format of each meeting was 
to include readings from the Benedictine Rule appropriate for the day’s 
topics as well as selections in celebration of saints’ feast days.”42 Finally, 
readings in the refectory during mealtime “were typically chosen from 
saints’ lives, patristical sermons or commentaries.”43 Within the religious 
community the role of the cantrix was to select the weekly chants and 
readings, where “the task of reading rotated among the members of a 
community, and the reader received privileges of early dismissal from 
services, eating a meal before others, etc. The only voice permitted 
during meals was that of the reader.”44 The following section presents 
examples of books made for nuns during the twelfth century which 
reveal that convents held the books needed for these “scenes of reading,” 
and demonstrate a variety in format, content, and production.
2. BOOKS WRITTEN IN LATIN FOR NUNS
2.1 History
Similar to aristocratic laywomen, the reading interests of nuns reflected 
a keen interest in history. Women within the convent context used 
books, such as chronicles and vitae, as way to secure their religious 
foundation and the financial benefits that patronage of a benefactor 
provided. As Jane Stevenson writes, “the functions of a royal convent 
included consolidating and commemorating the memory of the dynasty 
 Beyond the medieval booklist, descriptions in convent necrologies 
of a female community member as librarian, sacristan, or armarius 
can indicate that a convent held a book collection large enough to be 
documented and cared for.34 For example, the Benedictine nuns of 
Admont assigned a member to oversee the collection of manuscripts 
held in their convent library. As stated in a late twelfth-century necrology 
of the community, the nun Adelheit is recorded as the keeper of the 
armaria.35 This role was part of the many jobs nuns fulfilled living within 
a religious community. She would have ensured that the books needed 
for the daily practice of the Divine Office, the books required for liturgy, 
as well as books for personal reading (especially during Lent), were 
available, cared for, and replaced or added to when necessary.36 
 As Erler points out, although most of a medieval convent’s core 
collection of books was shaped by liturgical needs, many communities 
did expand their collections to include other types of non-service 
books; reading which addressed educational needs beyond the daily 
recitation of the Psalms.37 This is witnessed by the extra-liturgical books 
used by nuns, including histories, plays, poetry, theological treatises, 
and schoolbooks, along with contemporary works of Biblical exegesis.38 
Erler suggests the extent of this expansion of reading interests relied on 
several factors such as “the house’s date of foundation, its wealth, (and) 
its characteristic spirituality.”39 The catalog of books kept in convent 
libraries lends to a consideration of where and when nuns read. During 
the twelfth century, the “scene of reading” would have taken place in 
34 Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents in Late Medieval Germany (Toronto: 
Toronto University Press, 2009). Geertuida De Moor, “The Role of the Female Sacristan 
prior to Trent,” Vox Benedictina: A Journal of Translations from Monastic Sources 10.2 (1993): 
307–321. Mariken Teeuwen, The Vocabulary of Intellectual Life in the Middle Ages (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2003), 156. 
35 See Alison I. Beach, Women as Scribes, Book Production and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-
Century Bavaria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 44 and 79. Also, Wybren 
Scheepsma, Medieval Religious Women in the Low Countries: The “Modern Devotion,” the 
Canonesses of Windesheim, and their Writings, trans. David F. Johnson (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 2004), 36 and 84. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents, 30.
36 Susan Boyton, “Training for the Liturgy as a Form of Monastic Education,” in Medieval 
Monastic Education, eds. George Ferzoco and Carolyn Muessig (London: Leicester 
University Press, 2000), 12.
37 Erler, Women, Reading, and Piety, 31. Jesse D. Billett, The Divine Office in Anglo-Saxon 
England, 597–c. 1000 (London: Henry Bradshaw Society, 2014), 3. 
38 Fiona J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights: Reform and Renaissance for Women in the Twelfth 
Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011), 71. Also, Nigel J. Morgan, 
“Books for the Liturgy and Private Prayer,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain, 
eds. Nigel J. Morgan and Rodney M. Thomson (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press), 291–316. 
39 Erler, Women, Reading, and Piety, 31.
40 Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers, 41. For a discussion on the physical make-up of 
a convent complex and the structure of the buildings, see Hamburger, Marx, and Marti, 
“The Time of the Orders, 1200–1500, An Introduction,” 45–46.
41 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 68. Also see C. H. Lawrence, “Sisters or Handmaids,” in 
Medieval Monasticism: Forms of Religious Life in Western Europe in the Middle Ages (London: 
Routledge, 1984), 30 and 199–212. Susan Boynton, “Training for the Liturgy,” 9. 
42 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 82. “The meeting was to take place every morning either 
after the office of terce (approx. 8 a.m.) or the celebration of the morrow mass (approx. 
9:00 a.m.).”
43 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 82.
44 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 82.
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datable to the twelfth century.50 This extant manuscript includes most 
notably copies of the Life of St Ethelburga, and the Life of St Edith of Wilton, 
both works composed by Goscelin. Moreover, the nuns of Barking 
translated and copied their own manuscript works of vitae, of which 
three are known, yet no longer survive from the period.51 First, the Life 
of St Edward the Confessor was translated from Latin to Anglo-Norman 
verse by an anonymous nun of Barking sometime between 1163–1170.52 
In addition, the Life of St Æthelthryth (Audrée) and the Life of St Catherine 
were translated into Anglo-Norman by the nuns’ Marie and Clemence 
of Barking, respectively.53 The production of these vitae demonstrates 
a reading preference toward works in vernacular, as well as the nuns 
access and ability to read the Latin exemplar manuscripts needed to 
produce these translated copies; the nuns either owned them or were 
able to borrow them from another religious house in their network.
 The evidence from Wilton and Barking reveal a strong reading 
interest in hagiography that exemplified the historical foundations of 
these wealthy English convents.54 Perhaps owing to the divide between 
the Anglo-Saxon past and the new Anglo-Norman culture after the 
conquest of c. 1066, the vitae manuscripts reveal a significant reading 
trend in these convents toward stories of foundation history, rather than 
a focus on martyrs or miracles. Further, the interest of female readers in 
hagiographical accounts of holy women shows a reading preference for 
books that provided an emulation of piety, and indicates an interest in 
reading about other nuns to which they could relate.
 Another twelfth-century example of the political and memorial 
motivations behind the commission and reading of vitae comes from 
France. The abbess Petronilla of Fontevraud requested from Baudri of 
Dol (Bourgueil) an account of the life of Fontevraud’s founder, Robert 
d’Arbrissel.55 At the time of the commission, sometime between 1118–
with which it was connected.”45 Since many nuns during this period 
came from a noble background, works that connected their religious 
house to its noble and sacred ties remained popular topics for reading. 
SAINTS’ LIVES
Vitae of saints, especially those linked to their own convent, fulfilled 
the need of memorializing both pious and political connections. The 
biographical story of the founding abbess or female noble benefactor 
would act as historical reading, providing edifying examples of piety for 
the nuns to emulate. For example, in the late eleventh- century, the 
nuns of Wilton Abbey commissioned the monk Goscelin of Saint-Bertin, 
known for his composition of legends and vitae, to write for them an 
account of the life of the community’s revered holy woman, St Edith.46 
He produced the Vita Edithae (c. 1080) written in Latin verse and prose.47 
Goscelin’s work, both the text and the physical manuscript itself, would 
have acted as a reminder of Wilton’s shared heritage with Anglo-Saxon 
holy women, who were still venerated well into the twelfth century, along 
with promoting the political affiliations Edith held to the English throne 
and the status that would bestow to the convent community where 
she once resided.48 Additionally, the Abbess Ælfgyva (Elfgiva, Ælfgifu) 
of Barking Abbey commissioned from Goscelin a series of vitae of the 
community’s early holy women, Æthelburh, Hildeth, and Wulfhild, to 
be written for the occasion of the translation of their relics in c. 1086.49 
 Compositions on the lives of Anglo-Saxon holy women in England 
remained of reading interest to the nuns of Barking. According to 
Bell, the convent library included a “collection of seven vitae sanctorum” 
45 Jane Stevenson, “Anglo-Latin Women Poets,” 91. Also see the work by Anne Winston-
Allen, Convent Chronicles: Women Writing about Women and Reform in Late Middle Ages 
(Philadelphia: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2005).
46 George Whalen, “Patronage Engendered: How Goscelin Allayed the Concerns of Nuns’ 
Discriminatory Publics,” in Women, the Book, and the Godly: Selected Proceedings of the St 
Hilda’s Conference, 1993, vol. 1, eds. Lesley Smith and Jane H. M. Taylor (Cambridge: 
D.S. Brewer, 1995), 123–136, at 123 and 130. Whalen points out, it is important to “…
discern how gender affected the politics of the commissioning of hagiographic writing,” 
for example, “Goscelin’s vitae of women total closer to 40% of his production…Of his 
hagiographic oeuvre 25% was written for women’s monasteries.” at 134, n. 47. 
47 Elizabeth M. Tyler, “From Old English to Old French,” in Language and Culture in 
Medieval Britain: The French of England, c. 1100–c. 1500, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (York: 
York Medieval Press, 2009), 174.
48 Stephanie Hollis, Writing the Wilton Women: Goscelin’s Legend of Edith and Liber Confortatorius 
(Turnhout: Brepols, 2004). Also, Barbara Yorke, “The Women in Edgar’s Life,” in Edgar, King of the 
English, 959–975: New Interpretations, ed. Donald Scragg (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2008), 150.
49 Katie Ann-Marie Bugyis, “Recovering the Histories of Women Religious in England in 
the Central Middle Ages: Wilton Abbey and Goscelin of Saint-Bertin,” Journal of Medieval 
History 42, n. 3 (2016): 285–303, at 291, n. 26.
50 Cardiff, Public Library, MS 1.381, fols. 81–146 (1100–1110/1200). Bell, What Nuns 
Read, 108. Also, Bugyis, “Recovering the Histories of Women,” 291, n. 30. The manuscript 
includes copies of Vita Æthelburge and Lectiones Hildelithe, Life of St Edward the Martyr, Life of 
St David by Ricemarch, a metrical Life of St Mary of Egypt by Hildebert of Lanvardin, and 
the Life of St Ebrulfus.
51 See, Campsey Manuscript, London, British Library, Add. 70513 (1250–1299).
52 Ian Short, “Patrons and Polyglots: French Literature in Twelfth-Century England,” in 
Anglo-Norman Studies XIV, Proceedings of the Battle Conference, 1991, ed. Marjorie Chibnall 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 1992), 236–237. The vernacular Life of Edward is a re-
working of Ælred of Rievaulx’s Latin text.
53 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Saints’ Lives and Women’s Literary Culture: Virginity and its 
Authorizations (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001). Marie de Chatteris, and not Marie de 
France, has been posited as the writer of the Life of St Audrée by Wogan-Browne and others.
54 Bugyis, “Recovering the Histories of Women,” 285–303.
55 Jacques Dalarun, Robert of Arbrissel: Sex, Sin, and Salvation in the Middle Ages, trans. and 
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Margaret, abbess of Lippoldsberg, initiated the production of a chronicle 
(c. 1151) regarding her own community, setting down its history for 
posterity.60 The work describes the first one hundred years of the 
convent, and was combined with the booklist of Lippoldsberg’s convent 
library, discussed above. This manuscript gives a rare glimpse into the 
way that Margaret wanted to be remembered by her community: the 
nuns’ connection to their historical foundation, and the books they used 
to continue the convent’s sacred purpose.61 It is likely that this book’s 
“scene of reading” was part of the chapter meeting, as a reference for 
the community to consult if needed, answering questions about the 
convent’s foundation and the way the house was managed during the 
contemporary period of Provost Gunther (c. 1139).62 
 In contrast to the focused history of Lippoldsberg, most convents 
requested chronicles that spoke to a broader history of the Church 
or Scripture, which was meant to educate the nuns as well as to offer 
spiritual emulation. For example, the abbess of Elstow Abbey, Cecily de 
Chanvill, commissioned a copy of Peter Comestor’s Historia scholastica, 
and Richard of St Victor’s Allegories on the Old Testament.63 Within the 
manuscript, an inscription on fol. 197 states that the scribe, Robert 
of Bedford, made the book for her between 1191–1192.64 (Fig. 16) 
This personal request by an abbess to a professional scribe shows the 
convent’s connection to the developing commercial book trade.65 The 
resulting manuscript includes an inscription stating, “for the instruction 
and advancement of her convent, and of others who consult it,” and 
is large enough to be viewed by groups of nuns, indicating its use for 
education within the convent.66 The abbess likely requested these texts 
to be compiled together to serve as a book of sacred history for her nuns. 
1120, Baudri was at least seventy years of age. Petronilla’s request shows 
her recognition of the status and respect that a work composed by one 
of the well-known writers of the time would lend to her community’s 
standing. However, when Baudri’s version proved unsuitable, for 
whatever reason, Petronilla requested a second vita, likely written 
by a male member of Fontevraud, known as Andreas.56 According 
to Dalarun, the second commission by Petronilla may have been an 
attempt to bolster the pious record of Robert as well as the future of 
the community, as the second version is longer and focuses on the 
concerns of governing the community.57 Perhaps read during chapter 
meetings, the vita would have been used as a book of commemoration 
of the founder, and documentation of how the political structure of the 
community was to be maintained.
 Thus, the genre of saints’ lives spoke to the dynastic, political, or 
spiritual heritage of a female monastic community.58 The production of 
manuscript vitae would offer a tangible, physical object allowing for the 
readers to come into contact with the sanctity of the saint’s life told therein. 
Nuns were aware of the power of the written word to support continued 
veneration to a saint which provided financial benefits to the community.
CHRONICLES
Chronicles represented a manner of reading history which appealed to 
nuns for memorial and educational purposes.59 The manuscripts made 
for them reflect interest in both a broad historical past in addition to 
focused historical narratives of their own community. For example, 
intro. by Bruce L. Venarde (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 
2006), 4. Baudri of Dol, Vita Prima B. Roberti de Arbrisello, in Patrologia cursus completus, 
Series Latina, ed. J.P. Migne, 221 vols. (Paris 1844–1864)162: 1043–1058.
56 Dalarun, Sex, Sin and Salvation, 4.
57 Dalarun, Sex, Sin and Salvation, 5.
58 From Germany, the Regnante domino, made c. 1100 for the Nuns of St Ursula in Köln, 
was also read by Elisabeth of Schonäu. The Passion of Saint Ursula, Regnante Domino, trans. 
Pamela Sheingorn and Marcelle Thiébaux (Peregrina Publishing, 1990).
59 For more on chronicles and reading by monastic women, see Cynthia Turner Camp, 
Anglo-Saxon Saints’ Lives as History Writing in Late Medieval England (Cambridge: D.S. 
Brewer, 2015), 25–42. Juliana Dresvina and Nicholas Sparks, Authority and Gender 
in Medieval and Renaissance Chronicles (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2012). Anne Winston-Allen, Convent Chronicles: Women Writing About Women 
and Reform in the Late Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2004). 
K. J. P. Lowe, Nuns’ Chronicles and Convent Culture in Renaissance and Counter-Reformation 
Italy (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003). Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, “Powers of 
Record, Powers of Example: Hagiography and Women’s History,” in Gendering the Master 
Narrative: Women and Power in the Middle Ages, eds. Mary C. Erler and Maryanne Kowaleski 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2003), 71–93.
60 Chronicon Lippoldsbergense, Marburg, Hessisches Staatsarchiv, MS H77 (c. 1151). 
Thomson, Turning Over a New Leaf, 132. Fionna Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 71.
61 Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers, 41.
62 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 149. The Lippoldsberg Chronicle also includes a 
description of changes made to the administration of finances introduced by Gunther.
63 Peter Comestor, Historia scholastica, Richard of St Victor, Allegories, London, British 
Library, Royal 7 F III (1191–1192). 
64 British Library’s online catalog description identifies Robert of Bedford as a 
professional scribe. See British Library Catalogue of Illuminated Manuscripts, “Detailed 
Record for Royal 7 F III,” http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/record.
asp?MSID=7474&CollID=16&NStart=70603 (accessed 11 November 2017).
65 Erik Kwakkel, “Commercial Organization and Economic Innovation,” in The Production 
of Books in England 1350–1500, eds. Alexandra Gillespie and Daniel Wakelin (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2011), 173–191, esp. 185–186. 
66 This manuscript measures 355 x 250mm. For a discussion of large-format manuscripts, 
see George D. Greenia, “The Bigger the Book: On Oversize Medieval Manuscripts,” 
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the liturgical reading common to the nuns’ daily life at Lippoldsberg, 
but were used as part of their education in Latin and to increase their 
literacy levels. 
 According to Bell’s study, an eleventh-century copy of Boethius’ De 
consolatione philosophiae, “with marginal commentary and interlinear 
glosses,” belonged to the twelfth-century Benedictine nuns of St Wolfrida 
in Horton (Dorset).70 Not only the content, but the addition of gloss and 
commentary placed in the margins illustrate the educational context of 
use. This didactic genre is further evidenced at the Benedictine abbey 
of St Amor, Münsterbilzen, near Maastricht, where a group of five nuns 
made their own copy of Isidore’s Etymologiae in c. 1134.71 Isidore’s text 
was known as a foundation for learning since Antiquity, and the choice 
for adding this manuscript to the nuns’ reading practice at Münsterbilzen 
shows a concern toward education in their community.72 Therefore, as 
indicated by the evidence, a preference for reading which advanced the 
literacy of twelfth-century nuns was sustained by manuscripts that were 
outside of the common core of books needed by a monastic community, 
thus revealing a reading interest by women that scholarship has yet to 
fully explore. 
 Other non-service books that were part of convent collections are 
evidenced by manuscript copies of contemporary theological authors, 
especially found in women’s communities from German regions. 
Exegetical works by the Benedictine monk Rupert of Deutz (d. 1129) 
were part of the convent libraries at Schäftlarn, Lamspringe, and 
Lippoldsberg during the twelfth century. Rupert’s work, De divinis officiis 
(On Divine Office), was read, requested, and copied by nuns relatively 
close to the time the work was written, suggesting that nuns were 
aware of, and interested in, the developments in theological study. For 
example, at Schäftlarn, Rupert’s De divinis officiis was copied by the nun 
Irmingart c. 1164–1200.73 Also during the last quarter of the century, 
a copy of Rupert’s “Divine Office” was made by a nun at Lamspringe.74 
Finally, the convent library at Lippoldsberg evidently held a copy of 
the “Divine Office,” now lost, yet known from a letter by the librarian 
Figure 16: Inscription. Historia scholastic and Allegories, London, British Library, 
Royal 7 F III (1191–1192), fol. 196v, detail. 
SCHOOLBOOKS
In addition to the books of history that were used for education, there 
are a number of manuscripts which show nuns’ engagement with the 
trivium and qudrivium within their monastic community.67 For example, 
the booklist from Lippoldsberg lists four books that represent teaching 
texts of the trivium; two classical works of Cicero and Boethius, and two 
instructions on grammar.68 The quadrivium is evidenced by a treatise 
on music.69 On account of their contents, these books were not part of 
Revue Belge de Philologie et d’histoire 83, no.3 (2005): 723–745. Other instances of “histories” 
include two manuscripts made at Wessobrunn, Germany; Cassiodorus, Historia ecclesiastica 
tripartita, Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 22015 (1125–1150), and Eusebius, 
Historia ecclesiastica, Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 22014 (1130–1150). Both 
manuscripts were copied by Diemut, discussed above. They are also of a large size, easily 
read and viewed by a group; Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 22015 measures 
345 x 230mm, and Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 22014 measures 340 x 
230mm.
67 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 171.
68 Boethius’ Commentary on the Isagogue of Porphyry, and Cicero’s De inventione. The two 
instructions on grammar are unidentified. Hotchin lists them as no. 48 Boethius, no. 49 
Cicero, no. 54 grammar, no. 55 grammar. 
69 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 171. The treatise on music is no. 52. 
70 Boethius, De consolatione philosophiae, Spain, Real Biblioteca, El Escorial, e.ii.1 (1000–
1025). David Bell, What Nuns Read, 143. 
71 Etymologiae of Isidore of Seville, London, British Library, Harley 3099 (c. 1134). 
72 Annette Iggulden, “Women’s Silence: In the Space of Words and Images,” PhD 
Dissertation, Deakin University, 2002: 12.
73 Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 17116 
(1164–1200). 
74 Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. 
Guelf. 510 (1100–1200). 
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“must have worked with full copies of many of her sources, and certainly 
all of her most important ones.”80 It is likely that Herrad acquired 
the numerous books she must have consulted from nearby monastic 
communities, perhaps the Augustinian monastery of Marbach.81 
 Networks of book exchange between convents during the twelfth 
century show a shared interest by monastic women readers in works that 
represented learning emanating from the universities. The examples 
I have highlighted above indicate a reading preference by nuns and 
canonesses which specifically addressed a desire for books that advanced 
their Latin literacy, as well as their intellectual and spiritual interests. 
They accomplished this by commissioning, or copying, the manuscripts 
they found valuable to read for intellectual pursuits beyond the books 
needed for the Liturgy, as well as private devotional reading. 
2.2 religious Works
Moving to the books that reflected the daily liturgical needs of women 
living within a convent setting, here I introduce examples of books such 
as Gospels, psalters, prayerbooks, and sermons. These manuscripts 
represent the way nuns used books to practice their piety. Liturgical books 
needed for the Divine Office and Mass within monastic communities 
included evangeliaries, homilaries, hymnals, and antiphonals or 
breviaries which brought together a number of these individual texts.82 
Service books, such as sacramentaries and missals, were primarily used 
by priests to guide the rituals of the Mass. However, there are a few 
instances where these books were part of a convent library, likely used 
by the abbess or prioress. Highlighted below are the books made for 
nuns which were used for the purpose of performing the Divine Office, 
as well as those books read at other periods throughout the day, such as 
private or communal reading. Among the manuscript evidence, there 
is a large number of sermon and psalter books belonging to women’s 
monastic communities throughout Western Europe.
of Rheinhardsbruun, who requested the nuns of Lippoldsberg to make 
for him a copy from the manuscript in their library.75 The manuscript 
evidence of this important work by Rupert of Deutz reveals that reading 
of contemporary theological studies which addressed the situation of 
monastic reform was of interest to women’s monastic communities in 
twelfth-century Germany. In addition, manuscript copies of works 
by Hugh of St Victor are found in the Lippoldsberg booklist entries, 
further attesting to a regional interest in exegetical reading.76 Susan 
El-Kholi points to a copy of Honorius of Autun’s Elucidarium which 
belonged to the nuns at the Abbey of Neuss/St. Quirin, located in the 
lower Rhine region. El-Kholi notes that this is the only twelfth-century 
instance of this manuscript in a women’s religious community besides 
the copy made by Abbess Herrad of Hohenburg.77 
 Under the guidance of Abbess Herrad (d. 1195), a similar reading 
trend toward contemporary works of theology was demonstrated 
by the Augustinian canonesses at Hohenberg, Alsace. Herrad and 
her community began the compilation of the Hortus deliciarium, an 
encyclopedic work or florilegium, around c. 1175 and “finished” sometime 
around c. 1191.78 Griffiths has argued that the manuscript represents 
a well-planned teaching tool based around salvation history.79 Herrad 
(and her nuns) selected works of verse, prose, dialogue, and song from a 
large variety of sources, including Rupert of Deutz, Honorius of Autun, 
Peter Lombard, and Peter Comestor; all roughly contemporary authors 
of both monastic and scholastic works. Griffiths suggests that Herrad 
75 Fiona J. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights, Reform and Renaissance for Women in the Twelfth 
Century (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2007), 71. Herrad of Landsberg, 
abbess of Hohenburg Abbey (OSA) also included excerpts from Rupert’s work in her 
Hortus Deliciarum.
76 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 178–189. Hotchin argues that the connection between 
Hugh of St Victor and the Provost Gunther to the monastery of Hamersleben is what 
brought this work to the convent library. 
77 Honorius, Elucidarium, Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, ms. 1999 (1100–
1200). Susan El-Kholi, Lektüre in Frauenkonventen des ostfränkisch-deutschen Reiches vom 8. 
Jahrhundert bis zur Mitte des 13. Jahrhunderts (Würzburg: Könighausen & Neumann, 1997), 
138 and 400. Griffiths, The Garden of Delights, 279, n.78. 
78 Herrad of Landsberg, Abbess of Hohenburg, Hortus Deliciarum, ed. Rosalie Green 
et al. (London and Leiden: Warburg Institute/University of London and Brill, 1979). 
The Hortus Deliciarum manuscript was destroyed during the Prussian War in 1870. 
Images made in the 1800s for Count Auguste de Bastard survive as well as a facsimile 
reconstruction by the Warburg Institute in 1979. 
79 Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 71 and 113. According to Griffiths, Herrads’ work differs 
from Lambert of St Omer due to the manner of her work, which was done in stages, 
where she pre-planned her manuscript texts and arrangement through extensive notes. 
For more on the florilegium of Lambert, see Albert Derolez, The Autograph Manuscript of the 
Liber Floridus: A Key to the Encyclopedia of Lambert of Saint-Omer (Turnhout: Brepols, 1998). 
80 Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 113. Herrad set up a new religious foundation at nearby 
Truttenhausen and St Gorgon for pastoral care of the nuns of Hohenburg, see Griffiths, 
Garden of Delights, 51.
81 Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 49 and 76. Griffiths states that the Hortus is “firmly placed within 
the intellectual milieu of northern France in the late twelfth century,” 53. See also Carolyn 
Muessig, “Hildegard of Bingen and Herrad of Landsberg” in Medieval Monastic Education, eds. 
George Ferzoco and Carolyn Muessig (London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 94.
82 Daniel Sheerin, “The Liturgy,” in Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical 
Guide, eds. Frank Mantello and A. G. Rigg (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America Press), 157–182.
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or exemplars with her” when visiting the new foundation.88 In addition, 
during the first quarter of the century at the Benedictine monastery 
of Santa Maria, in the province of Lucca, Italy, the abbess Humbrina 
directed a scriptorium within her community which produced a missal 
and two antiphonaries (c. 1124) for the use of the nuns.89 As a further 
example, convent libraries in twelfth-century Germany also held 
liturgical books. At least three manuscripts can be attributed to the 
double-house of Zweifalten, and specifically to the production of one 
nun, Matilda of Niphen (Nifen).90 She worked as the scribe of a gradual 
with sacramentary, an epistolary, and a collectary with illuminations.91 
However, it is unclear if the books were kept in the monks’ or nuns’ 
book collection at this double-house. 
 Of the various types of liturgical books, the breviary represented 
an important compendium of texts used to guide the ritual of the 
Divine Office, and thus would be useful for a women’s monastic 
community where the daily devotional services were performed by the 
women themselves.92 In the collection of books belonging to the nuns 
of Admont is an illustrated breviary made in c. 1180 for the nuns by 
Admont’s prior, Johannes, and the scribe Udalricus.93 An annotation 
names the nuns as owners of this book, yet they were more than just 
recipients of a manuscript, they also continued the book’s production. 
Stefanie Seeburg argues that the breviary was likely received by the 
nuns unfinished, stating that the decoration of initials “was started but 
not completed and empty spaces were later filled in by other hands, 
LITURGICAL BOOKS
It would not be a representative account of the books made for and 
used by nuns without the inclusion of the books used for the Liturgy 
held in their collections. Although it can be argued that Gospel books 
and psalters were part of the liturgy, they also represent a book used 
at different “scenes of reading” for various purposes. In contrast, most 
liturgical books, such as the breviary, antiphonary, or gradual were 
relevant only to the liturgy itself. As discussed above, booklists and 
surviving collections suggest that most convents during the twelfth 
century “contained a core of standard works common to any monastic 
library aiming for a comprehensive collection.”83 This standard 
collection of books within a monastic community was represented by 
the classic works of the Church Fathers, such as Augustine and Gregory 
the Great, a copy of the Rule that governed the order, complemented 
by books used for religious ritual, guided by the liturgical needs of each 
female monastic community.
 Because across monastic orders, nuns and canonesses alike were 
required to participate in daily liturgy, there are a number of surviving 
twelfth-century liturgical manuscripts which can be attributed to 
women’s communities in Western Europe. Here, I present evidence 
of liturgical books used by nuns from Spain and Italy, regions where 
scholarship regarding the contributions of women to medieval textual 
culture has recently become of interest.84 For example, from the abbey 
Santa Maria de Vallbona in Catalonia, Spain, five liturgical books have 
been attributed to the use of twelfth-century nuns from this wealthy 
Cistercian convent.85 Dated to 1173–1175, the manuscripts include 
a Gospel book, a lectionary, a gradual, also a sacramentary, and a 
breviary.86 Michelle Herder argues that these five books were produced 
when the community adopted the customs of the Cistercian order, and 
thus represent the essential liturgical books needed by the nuns for their 
daily practice.87 Herder further suggests that the production of these 
manuscripts may have been aided by Cistercian nuns from Tulebras, 
where the nun “Oria Ramirez might have brought appropriate material 
83 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,”153. Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, 18.
84 Mary M. Schaefer, Women in Pastoral Office: The Story of Santa Prassede, Rome (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2013), 150 and 163.
85 Monastic Matrix, A Scholarly Resource for the Study of Women’s Religious Communities from 400 
to 1600 CE, “S. Maria de Vallbona, #1230,” https://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/monasticon/
s-maria-de-vallbona (accessed 11 November 2017). Michelle Herder, “Liturgy: The 
Experience of Religious Women at Santa Maria de Vallbona,” Viator 40 (2009): 171–196.
86 Vallbona, Archivo del Monasterio de Santa Maria, Ms. 1; Ms. 16; Ms. 26; Ms. 13; Ms. 
18, all dated to 1173–1175.
87 Herder, “Liturgy: The Experience of Religious Women,” 176.
88 Herder, “Liturgy: The Experience of Religious Women,” 176.
89 Antiphonary, Lucca, Biblioteca Capitolare, Ms. 603 (c. 1112). See Loretta Vandi, 
“Redressing Images: Conflict in Context at Abbess Humbrina’s Scriptorium in Pontetto 
(Lucca),” in Reassessing the Roles of Women as Makers of Medieval Art and Architecture, ed. 
Theresa Martin (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 783–822. 
90 Constant J. Mews, “Monastic Educational Culture Revisited: The Witness of Zwiefalten 
and the Hirsau Reform,” in Medieval Monastic Education, eds. George Ferzoco and Carolyn 
Muessig (London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 185–186. Alison I. Beach, “‘Mathild 
de Niphin’ and the Female Scribes of Twelfth-Century Zwiefalten,” in Nuns’ Literacies in 
Medieval Europe: The Hull Dialogue, eds. Virginia Blanton, Veronica O’Mara, and Patricia 
Stoop (Turnhout: Brepols Publishers, 2013), 33–50.
91 Gradual and Sacramentary, Stuttgart, Wuttembergische Landesbibliothek, Cod. brev. 
123 (1100–1200); Epistolary, Stuttgart, WLB, Cod. brev. 121 (1100–1200); Collectary, 
Stuttgart, WLB, Cod. brev. 128 (1100–1200). These instances of scribal activity will be 
further explored in chapter four.
92 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 68.
93 Liber matutinalis, Admont, Stiftsbibliothek MS 18 (1180). The impetus behind the 
production of this breviary can only be speculated. The nuns may have requested this 
manuscript for their use when monks were not available to perform the daily devotional 
services, or possibly the monks recognized that the nuns’ role in directing the Office for 
their community required their own breviary.
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GOSPEL BOOKS
Added to the books used for the liturgy are evangeliaries, which held an 
important place in the reading culture within a monastic setting. These 
books contained Gospel texts in liturgical order, to be read during Mass. 
At the beginning of the “long twelfth century,” the well-established convent 
of Essen in Germany owned a Gospel book (1073–1075) produced at 
the request of the Abbess Svanhild.97 The manuscript’s dedication page 
includes images of Abbess Svanhild and the nun Birgid, who have been 
variously identified as the patrons, or perhaps scribes, of this Gospel book.98 
(Fig. 18) The manuscript originally included a treasure binding of gold 
and gems, and is described as used in processions within the church during 
feast days.99 The quality and workmanship of the manuscript reflects the 
value of owning a Gospel book, which in turn supported the status of the 
women’s monastic community at Essen for which it was made.
Figure 18: Dedication page, Gospel Book of Abbess Svanhild of Essen,
Manchester, John Rylands, Latin ms. 110 (c. 1073), fol. 17r.
using mostly historiated initials.”94 Seeberg theorizes that it was the 
Admont nuns who completed the decoration of the book, with at least 
twenty-nine historiated initials that display a “thematic orientation 
towards the female audience.”95 (Fig. 17) Further, many of these images 
were complemented with banderoles, a feature which explicated the 
text, guiding the reader between image and the written word. Nuns 
may have added these tituli “to provide explanations of the text while it 
was read at matins or in the refectory.”96 The continued production of 
the manuscript by the nuns shows a preference for decorated features 
which expanded on the text in a visual manner, likely conceived and 
designed by the nuns themselves, thus making the book their own.
 
Figure 17: Breviary. Austria, Admont Stiftsbibliothek,
MS 18 (1180), fol. 224v; detail of historiated initial.
 Each of the examples presented above shed light on the core collection of 
books a convent library owned: Bibles, patristic authors, devotional works, 
and guidance manuals. Although there is sparse extant evidence, the large 
number of women’s religious communities established during this period 
would suggest that each house also owned a similar collection of books 
needed for the liturgy. When considered as a whole, the need for liturgical 
books used by nuns in the daily reading practice of their convents reflects a 
substantial contribution to manuscript production during this century.
94 See Stefanie Seeberg, Die Illustrationen im Admonter Nonnenbrevier von 1180: Marienkrönung 
und Nonnenfrömmigkeit: die Rolle der Brevierillustration in der Entwicklung von Bildthemen im 
12. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Reichert, 2002); Seeberg, “Illustrations in the Manuscripts 
of the Admont Nuns from the Second Half of the Twelfth Century: Reflections on their 
Function,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture: Reform and Renewal in Twelfth-Century 
Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 99. 
95 Seeberg, “The Manuscripts of the Admont Nuns,” 106.
96 Diane J. Reilly, “The Bible as Bellwether: Manuscript Bibles in the Context of Spiritual, 
Liturgical and Educational Reform, 1000–1200,” in Form and Function in the Late Medieval 
Bible, eds. Eyal Poleg and Laura Light (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 28.
97 Gospelbook of Svanhild of Essen, Manchester, John Rylands, Latin ms. 110 (c. 1073–
1075). See Beach, Women as Scribes, 98. Also, Helene Scheck, “Mathilda and the Monastery 
at Essen,” in Women and Gender in Medieval Europe, ed. Margaret C. Schaus (New York: 
Routledge, 2006), 549. Other early examples of Gospel books of high quality made for 
nuns are the Hitda Codex (c. 1000), and the Uta Gospels (c. 1025).
98 Rainer Kashnitz, “The Gospel Book of Abbess Svanhild of Essen in the John Rylands 
Library,” Bulletin of the John Rylands 53 (1970): 122–166. Kashnitz discusses twenty surviving 
manuscripts once held in the Essen convent library, dating from the eleventh century.
99 Kashnitz, “The Gospel Book of Abbess Svanhild,” 157.
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 This manuscript represents the high quality of production that was 
accorded to a Gospel book, and the inclusion of images of the prioress and 
nuns tells us they possibly held a role in commissioning the manuscript to 
commemorate the piety and status of the community at Lippoldsberg.103 
These examples show that the Gospels were not only read as part of 
the liturgy, but that nuns were aware that the production of Gospel 
manuscripts was a way to memorialize the piousness of their members, 
as well as to address the devotional reading needs of their community.104
SERMONS
Like Gospel books, sermon collections represent a type of book used for 
liturgy and communal reading, often for educational purposes whether 
spiritual or intellectual. Sections (lessons) were read during mealtimes in 
the refectory, at chapter meetings, and as part of the private meditations 
of nuns, representing a varied “scene of reading.”104 For example, at 
the beginning of the twelfth century, a female scribe from the abbey of 
Nunnaminster in Winchester, England, produced a manuscript useful 
for various engagements of reading. The manuscript includes a number 
of texts: a copy of the Diadema monachorum of Smaragdus, which is an 
early Carolingian commentary on monastic life, along with a collection 
of fourteen sermons, eleven of which are attributed to Caesarius of 
Arles, and an anonymous treatise known as De superbia et fornicatione.106 
P. R. Robinson has argued that this manuscript, the only extant copy 
of Smaragdus’ Diadema found in an English convent, was copied in a 
manner “in which it would have been easy to find one’s place in the 
text,” and is of a size intended for reading to a group.107 To understand 
how this manuscript may have been read by the nuns of Nunnaminster, 
Morrow suggests that “the sermon collection could have supplied the 
lessons for the offices of vespers and compline,” while the “Diadema 
and De superbia et fornicatione both could have been used for refectory 
 The surviving evidence from Germany in the twelfth century also includes 
two Gospel books from Lamspringe, held in the convent by the last half of 
the twelfth century. However, each book demonstrates a different “scene of 
reading”. The first is a Gospel book with extensive marginal commentary of 
ps.-Hieronymous’ Expositio evangeliorum, and includes the popular apocryphal 
Gospel of Nicodemus.100 The large size and inclusion of marginal glosses could 
indicate its use as a book for the liturgy, as well as reading in the refectory 
or chapter. In contrast, the second Gospel book in the nuns’ collection is 
significantly smaller in size, indicating a private reading context, perhaps a 
personal copy of the larger manuscript.101 The smaller book holds a close 
connection to the previous Gospel book in that it retains the commentary of 
ps.-Heironymous. However, in this instance the commentary is not presented 
in the margins, but within the historiated initials, guiding the reader between 
text and image. As a final example, although lost during WWII, we know the 
convent of Lippoldsberg held a finely illustrated Gospel book.102 The dedication 
image depicts the prioress Margaret receiving the book from the scribe, while 
the provost Gunther, along with other nuns of the abbey, are portrayed in the 
roundels in an act of offering the book to Jesus, the holiest of recipients. (Fig. 19)
 
Figure 19: Dedication image: Lippoldsberg Evangeliary, Kassel, LB Ms theol. 2* 59 
(1150–1170), fol. 73r.
100 Evangelia. Hieronymus, Expositio evangeliorum. Evangelium Nicodemi, Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August 
Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 447 Helmst. (1175–1200). This manuscript measures 280 x 185mm. 
Helmar Härtel, Geschrieben und gemalt: Gelehrte Bücher aus Frauenhand, Eine Klosterbibliothek sächsiser 
Benediktinerinnen des 12. Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2006), 43 and 73–74.
101 Evangelia quattuor, Wolfenbüttel, Herzog August Bibliothek, Cod. Guelf. 1012 Helmst. 
(1175–1200). This manuscript measures 190 x 125mm. This manuscript likely produced 
at Hamersleben. Härtel, Geschrieben und gemalt, 60 and 92–93.
102 Gospel Book, Kassel, Landesbibliothek, MS theol. 20 59 (1150–1170) fol. 73r. This 
manuscript was lost during World War II. For images, see Klosterkirche Lippoldsberg, 
“Lippoldsberger Evangeliar,” http://www.klosterkirche.de/touristisches-highlight/evangeliar/galerie 
(accessed 11 November 2017). Also, Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, 18.
103 Known as the “Hamersleben Gospel Book.” 
104 I follow the definition of “liturgy” and “devotion” as given by Susan Boynton. Liturgy 
to mean the “designated acts of structured communal worship (such as the Mass, Office, 
processions, and other ceremonies in which clergy preside) and “devotion to refer to 
more flexible practices that can be performed by an individual and do not involve clergy”. 
Susan Boynton, “Prayer as Liturgical Performance in Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century 
Monastic Psalters,” Speculum 82 (2007): 896–931, at 896. 
105 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 96. 
106 Sermons, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 451 (1100).
107 P. R. Robinson, “A Twelfth-Century Scriptrix from Nunnaminster,” in Of the Making of 
Books: Medieval Manuscripts, their Scribes and Readers: Essays presented to M. B. Parkes, eds. P. 
R. Robinson and Rivkah Zim (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1997), 73–93, at 76–79.
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example, a Psalter originating from a convent in Normandy, datable to 
c. 1210, includes a “carefully penned alphabet” on fol. 123v.112 
 Although the psalter was deemed an essential book for monastic 
prayer as well as education, surviving manuscript evidence from twelfth-
century convents is sparse. Perhaps, once the Psalms were committed 
to memory, a physical manuscript in the hands of each member was 
not needed. It is also possible that many women’s communities were 
still using a psalter manuscript dating from an earlier century, such 
as the manuscript held at Essen from the eleventh century.113 The 
lack of surviving psalters from twelfth-century convents could suggest 
other factors as well. First, since psalters were used for the liturgy, they 
may not have been cataloged as part of a convent’s book collection 
and during subsequent centuries may have been subsumed under 
other monastic collections, erasing their use within a convent. Second, 
psalters used in a convent milieu may not have been as highly decorated 
in contrast to those owned by noblewomen. The practice of lectio divina 
perhaps influenced the extent of decoration added to a convent psalter, 
so as not to distract the reader. Thus, the survival rate of average, or 
even “scruffy” manuscripts, may hinder our knowledge regarding the 
number of psalters available to nuns and canonesses. Nonetheless, I 
have uncovered fifteen psalters datable to the twelfth century from 
women’s monastic communities across Western Europe.114 
 As delineated by Bell’s study, only six psalters held in the convent 
libraries survive from twelfth-century England. During the twelfth 
century, three were held by Shaftesbury Abbey: known as the Salisbury 
Psalter, the Winchester Psalter, and the Shaftesbury Psalter.115 The 
Salisbury Psalter dates from the late tenth century and has been attributed 
as belonging to the monks of Salisbury; however, scholars such as Bell 
and Orietta da Rold have argued for a Shaftesbury provenance owing 
to the “feminine grammatical forms,” and interlinear glosses in Old 
English.116 Bell also places the Winchester Psalter in the convent library 
readings, especially the latter, given its pronouncements on compliance 
with the attractions of the seven deadly sins.”108 
 By far, a significant number of surviving sermon and homily 
manuscripts used by nuns derive from regions within twelfth-century 
Germany. At Admont, Lamspringe, Schäftlarn, and Wessobrunn, 
sermons filled a large part of nuns’ book collections, with a combined 
total of surviving manuscripts numbering more than twenty dating from 
the twelfth century.109 The quantity of sermon manuscripts in convent 
libraries during this period demonstrates the importance this genre 
held. The works of Augustine, Gregory, and Bede are represented in the 
collections alongside the sermons and commentaries of contemporary 
authors, such as Irimbert of Admont. For example, the sermon 
corpus from the convent library at Admont, known as the “Admonter 
Predigtsammlung,” is a manuscript collection consisting of five copies of 
anonymous homilies, together with five of sermons written by Irimbert 
of Admont.110 Moreover, in this sermon collection, two of the books of 
homilies for feast days display clear visual indications of their use by the 
nuns, portrayed on beginning folios in a posture of preaching.111
PSALTERS
Psalter manuscripts used in medieval convents fulfilled a number of 
reading purposes, from liturgical and devotional, to educational. 
Foremost, psalters were used as part of the daily practice of the Divine 
Office. Known as the canonical or liturgical hours, the day was divided 
into matins, lauds, prime, terce, sext, none(s), vespers, and compline; 
each period with a corresponding cycle of reading Psalms and prayers. 
These readings were arranged so that the whole of the 150 Psalms would 
be read each week. Both canoness and nun generally followed the same 
formula, where the cycle was directed by the appropriate feasts and 
stages of the liturgical year. Monastic communities during the Middle 
Ages ideally committed the Psalms to memory, and toward that purpose 
the psalter became a book used as the primary guide for both learning 
Latin and learning how to pray. As discussed in chapter one of this 
dissertation, young girls of royal and noble status often received their 
primary education while living within a convent. Nuns and noblewomen 
were educated together under the guidance of the convent school’s 
magistra, where they used the psalter as a way to acquire literacy. For 
108 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 96.
109 See Appendix of this dissertation.
110 Admont, MS 58, MS 62, MS 73, MS 455, and MS 63 (all 1165–1180); Admont, MS 650, 
MS 651, MS 682, MS 16, MS 17 (all 1165–1180).
111 Admont, MS 62 and Admont, MS 58. See, Beach, Women as Scribes, 79–84. 
112 Paris, BnF, Lat 1315 (c. 1210). Susan Boynton and Diane J. Reilly, eds. The Practice of 
the Bible in the Middle Ages; Production, Reception, and Performance in Western Christianity (New 
York: Columbia University Press), 248.
113 Kashnitz, “The Gospel Book of Abbess Svanhild,” 136. Psalterium Quadruplex, Essen, 
Minster Treasury (1000–1100).
114 See Appendix. I do not argue that this is a definitive list of manuscripts. Omissions or 
misidentified manuscripts are my error. 
115 Salisbury, Cathedral Library, 150 (900–1000); London, British Library, Cotton Nero 
C.iv (1100–1200); London, British Library, Lansdowne 383 (1100–1200).
116 The wording, “famulam tuam,” suggests a female community. Orietta da Rold, “The 
Production and Use of English Manuscripts 1060–1220,” https://www.le.ac.uk/english/
em1060to1220/mss/EM.SCL.150.htm (accessed 11 November 2017).
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Bailleul near Flanders. It was here that the book was in the possession 
of a noblewoman, possibly Margaret de Walliers, who later gave it to her 
daughter Euphemia, an abbess of Wherwell.123 Additions to the calendar 
reflect the giving of this book between women, and changes to the Latin 
endings of prayers were made to speak to the female supplicant.
 From France and Germany, the manuscript evidence for psalters 
from women’s convents also remains sparse. In a letter between Abelard 
and Heloise, Abelard mentions a psalter which was possibly part of the 
Paraclete’s book collection, but is now lost.124 The book collection held 
at Admont included one psalter manuscript, known as the Millstätter 
Psalter (1173–1200), described by Beach as possibly copied at Admont.125 
At Lamspringe, the convent held two psalters, both dating to the end of 
the century.126 Further, as discussed above, the nuns of Augsburg owned 
a psalter which they were also responsible for producing.127 Finally, two 
psalters were part of the books used by the nuns of the double-house of 
Muri abbey in present-day Switzerland.128 
 Although psalters were used to learn the daily recitation of Psalms, as 
well as for developing literacy in Latin, the lack of extant manuscripts 
attributed to women’s religious communities may indicate that psalters 
which were kept in the sacristy, or not highly decorated, were therefore not 
listed in medieval booklists. It is also possible that psalters from women’s 
communities were subsumed into larger collections at a later date, erasing 
their existence in convent libraries. Yet the evidence that remains shows 
that the psalter was a book that was often passed between female readers, 
as well as through networks of monastic houses. In the manuscript’s role 
for education, it was a vehicle for further learning, by both individuals 
and groups, adapted, added to, and even copied by female readers.
at Shaftesbury during the twelfth century.117 Originally made for the 
Bishop of Winchester sometime between c. 1129–1171, the manuscript 
was soon acquired by the nuns of Shaftesbury, who made additions to 
the calendar. Furthermore, the well-known Shaftesbury Psalter, dated 
to c. 1125–1150, includes two images of a woman at prayer, explained 
by scholars as the female patron, whether noblewoman or nun, who 
commissioned the manuscript.118 These three manuscripts demonstrate 
the importance of the psalter held by the female community of 
Shaftesbury, and further show that the convent library at Shaftesbury 
could be entrusted with manuscripts from long-standing religious 
houses in England, possibly indicating a network of book exchange. 
 Also from twelfth-century England is the well-known St Albans 
Psalter.119 This manuscript is argued as belonging to Christina of 
Markyate, an anchoress who later became prioress of the growing 
community of women around her cell.120 Produced at St Albans in c. 
1130, the psalter was given to Christina by her mentor, Abbot Geoffrey, 
after her enclosure as an anchoress. The illustrated psalter manuscript 
was compiled with other various texts that would be valued reading 
for the spiritual guidance of an enclosed nun. Whether these textual 
additions, or even the decorative additions of curtains sewn into the 
parchment that covered some of the images, were added by Christina 
or perhaps a nun in her following, suggest that this psalter was an 
important book held by the female community at Markyate. 
 By the early thirteenth century in England, the Benedictine nuns of 
Wherwell in Hampshire adapted a psalter that came into their belonging 
to better address their reading needs.121 The manuscript originates 
from the Abbey of St Bertin in Saint-Omer, France, around c. 1170, 
and has a provenance that connects it to female readers within a decade 
of its production.122 The psalter belonged to “nunnery of Bailleul” 
which, as Walter Cahn has argued, was more likely a noble family of 
117 Psalter in Latin and French, London, British Library, Cotton Nero C.iv (1100–1200). 
Bell, What Nuns Read, 165–166. 
118 Shaftesbury Psalter, London, British Library, Lansdowne 383 (1150–1200). Bell, What 
Nuns Read, 166.
119 St Albans Psalter, Hildesheim, Dombibliothek, MS St. Godehard 1 (1130–1140). For 
a complete discussion of the contents of this manuscript and the circumstances of its 
production, see Jane Geddes online project at www.abdn.ac.uk/stalbanspsalter/english/. 
120 Christina became the first prioress of this community located nearby St Albans. Life 
of Christina of Markyate, London, British Library, Cotton MS Tiberius E. 1 (1300–1400).
121 Wherwell Psalter, Cambridge, Cambridge University, St. John’s College, C. 18/olim., 
MS 68 (1170). 
122 See St John’s College, University of Cambridge online catalog description, http://www.
joh.cam.ac.uk/psalter-st-bertin-wherwell (accessed 11 November 2017). Euphemia is 
discussed below in regard to her poetic manuscript production.
123 For provenance, see the online catalog description. cƒ., Walter Cahn, “St. Albans 
and the Channel Style in England,” in The Year 1200: A Symposium, ed. François Avril 
(New York: The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1975), 191–192. Cahn argues the psalter 
manuscript was made at St Albans “as a special commission for outside export,” owing to 
the calendar and the style of “the St. Albans painter” evidenced in this manuscript. Cahn 
also notes that Eufemia [sic] was married to a lord of Bailleul, and it was “through her 
daughter Matilda (d. 1226) abbess of Wherwell…it likely returned to England.”
124 Peter Abelard, “Letter Nine: To the Nuns of the Paraclete,” in Letters of Peter Abelard, 
Beyond the Personal, trans. Jan M. Ziolkowski (Washington, DC: The Catholic University of 
America Press, 2008), 4. Abelard mentions the psalter in Letter Three.
125 Psalter, Vienna, Österreichische Nationalbibliothek, MS 2682 (1173–1200). Beach, 
Women as Scribes, 84.
126 Psalter, Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 905 Helmst. (c. 1200); Psalter, Wolfenbüttel, 
HAB, Cod. Guelf. 997 Helmst. (c. 1200).
127 Psalter, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, W. 26 (1175–1225).
128 Psalter, Hermetschwil, Benediktinerinnenkloster, Cod. Membr. 19 (1150–1200); 
Psalter, Hermetschwil, Benediktinerinnenkloster, Cod. Membr. 20 (1150–1200).
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supported by the reading habits of monastic women.135 In his study on 
the development of illustrated prayerbooks, Hamburger discusses a liber 
precum from Sélestat, datable to c. 1150 and which was made for the use 
of nuns from an unknown Benedictine convent in the Rhine region.136 
In this manuscript the prayers are rendered in feminine form, where 
the female reader would identify with “ego peccatrix” and “me peccatricem 
famulam tuam”; together with this there are a number of female saints 
present in the litany, and full-page miniatures are used to supplement 
prayers.137 Hamburger argues that the addition of illustrations was 
relatively new to the period, shaped by the role women held as patron 
and reader of prayerbooks used for their spiritual guidance.138 
 The use of illustrations in prayerbooks belonging to nuns is further 
addressed by Otto Pächt.139 He argues that the inclusion of images in 
manuscript copies of Anselm’s Orationes sive meditationes can be traced 
to the manuscript belonging to Matilda of Tuscany, discussed in the 
previous chapter.140 Pächt states that “the exemplar sent by Anselm 
to Matilda was already an illustrated one.”141 In a manuscript copy 
of Anselm’s Orationes belonging to the nuns at Admont from the 
middle of the century, images supplement the prayers.142 Produced 
at a scriptorium within the Salzburg diocese for Diemud, an abbess of 
Nonnburg, this manuscript came into the possession of the Admont 
convent library when nuns from Nonnberg were moved to Admont 
around 1116–1120, bringing this book along with them as part of their 
movable goods.143 Small in size, this book uses miniatures to illustrate 
PRAYERBOOKS
Living under a monastic rule, nuns and canonesses organized their day 
around prayer, performed in both private and communal manner. During 
the twelfth century reading in the form of “confessional prayer texts, and 
shorter versions known as collects,” made up an essential component of 
nuns’ daily practice of prayer.129 Most often the Pater Noster, Canticles, 
and other standard prayers (Eucharistic Prayer, Athanasian Creed) were 
placed in books such as a Gospel or psalter.130 It is in fact difficult to make 
clear distinctions between prayerbook and psalter, since the recitation of 
the Psalms was a main form of prayer in the Middle Ages. As we saw 
above, prayers placed within psalters were adapted to address a female 
reader through the use of feminine forms of Latin. For example, Susan 
Boynton points out that a “prayer to be recited after completing the 
recitation of the all the psalms, appears with feminine forms in the tenth-
century Salisbury Psalter.”131 Boynton also notes a “set of prayers for the 
adoration of the cross on Good Friday” found in the Shaftesbury Psalter, 
where the prayers are written in the feminine.132 Adding to this, Morrow 
brings attention to a number of Anselm’s prayers which are included in the 
Shaftesbury Psalter. Morrow states, “two of his prayers, one to the Virgin 
and one for use before taking communion, were part of a prayer collection 
Anselm had composed in the last decade of the eleventh century.”133 The 
inclusion of these prayers indicates the female patron and reader of the 
Shaftesbury Psalter was reading the near-contemporary work of Anselm, 
and may have been aware of the connection these prayers held between 
court and convent readers.134
 Books made up exclusively of prayers would seem to be a rare 
occurrence. Yet, as Jeffrey Hamburger has argued, it is the twelfth 
century that “marks a turning point in the history of the prayer book,” 
129 Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 80. Also see Schaefer, Women in Pastoral Office, 163.  
130 Susan Boynton, “Prayer as Liturgical Performance in Eleventh- and Twelfth-Century 
Monastic Psalters,” Speculum 82 (2007): 896–931, at 897–898.
131 Boynton, “Prayer as Liturgical Performance,” 899, n.15.
132 Boynton, “Prayer as Liturgical Performance,” 899, n.15. Also see Anne Bagnall 
Yardley, Performing Piety: Musical Culture in Medieval English Nunneries (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillian, 2006), 97–98.
133 Jane Morrow, “Sharing Texts: Anselmian Prayers, a Nunnery’s Psalter, and the Role 
of Friendship,” in Voices in Dialogue: Reading Women in the Middle Ages, eds. Linda Olson 
and Kathryn Kerby-Fulton (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 97–113; 
Morrow, “Literary Culture,” 156.
134 Morrow, 156. n. 111. Morrow dates the Shaftesbury Psalter to 1130–1140, and the 
abbess Eulalia (predecessor to Emma) was in correspondence with Anselm. Morrow 
writes, “The texts contained in the Shaftesbury manuscripts have not been included in 
the sigla of the editions of Anselm’s prayers, … Thus far, the Anselm texts contained in 
the Shaftesbury psalter are the earliest copies of his prayers extant, which provides even 
more reason for a formal edition of the manuscript to be produced.”
135 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “A Liber Precum in Sélestat and the Development of the Illustrated 
Prayer Book in Germany,” The Art Bulletin, 73 (1991): 209–236; Hamburger, “Before the 
Book of Hours: The Development of the Illustrated Prayer Book in Germany,” in The 
Visual and the Visionary: Art and Female Spirituality in Late Medieval Germany (New York: 
Zone Books, 1998), 149–195.
136 Prayerbook, Sélestat, Bibliotheque Humaniste, MS 104 (1150). Hamburger, “A Liber Precum,” 211.
137 Hamburger, “A Liber Precum,” 211.
138 Hamburger, “A Liber Precum,” 210. “the manuscript provides an early, perhaps the 
earliest, surviving example of a prayer book of German origin with an extensive cycle of 
narrative illustrations.”
139 Otto Pächt, “The Illustrations of St. Anselm’s Prayers and Meditations,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19 (1956): 68–83.
140 Anselm, Prayers and Meditations, Admont, MS 289 (1117–1139); (Debated dating. 
Possibly c. 1160 if attributed to the nuns of Traunkirchen). The copy belonging to the 
nuns of Littlemore in England was not made specifically for their use, but was part of their 
book collection by the early thirteenth century; Oxford, Bodleian Library, Auct. D. 2. 6 
(1100–1200). Pächt, “The Illustrations of St. Anselm,” 71. Pächt argues the transmission 
begins with Matilda’s manuscript as exemplar.
141 Pächt, “The Illustrations of St Anselm,” 81.
142 Admont, MS 289 (1117–1139).
143 Rachel Fulton, “Praying with Anselm at Admont: A Meditation on Practice,” Speculum 
81 (2006): 706, n. 26.
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Figure 20: Muri Prayer Book, Hermetschwil, Benediktinerinnenkloster,
Cod. membr. 69 left: fol. 3v and right: fol. 44v.147
A further vernacular German book addressed to nuns is the St 
Trudperter Hohes Lied, a Middle High German prose commentary on 
the Song of Songs from c. 1170. According to Wolfgang Riehle, the 
text was composed for Benedictine nuns around the same period as 
when Aelred of Rievaulx wrote De institutione inclusarum in England, a 
guidebook made specifically for the anchoress or female recluse.148 The 
manuscript belonged to the nuns of Admont, possibly made expressly for 
their community.149 This tells us that nuns from Admont were capable 
of reading in German in addition to the numerous Latin manuscripts 
they owned. Due to its focus on the benefits of religious communal life 
for women, this guide-book would likely have been part of the daily 
chapter or refectory reading by nuns.
the subject of the prayers, with banderoles indicating the titles, and 
neumes for devotional singing.144 At a number of instances, women 
are portrayed in the miniatures in a posture of prayer. These elements 
represent a new way nuns were to read and engage with prayerbooks, as 
a form of a devotional exercise supplemented by images, which in turn 
guided the reader in selecting prayers specific to certain occasions and 
needs. Each of these manuscripts attests to a growing interest in books 
of prayer independent from the psalter, with illustrations to support the 
devotion. Feminine forms of Latin, images of women, and attention to 
female saints provided a way of connecting the reader to the book in a 
more personal manner.
 Additionally, instances of vernacular reading in the convent were 
often included within manuscripts written primarily in Latin, where 
some prayers written in the vernacular represent the oldest witness 
to their creation. For example, a twelfth-century prayerbook which 
once belonged to Muri Abbey was written in both Latin and German, 
demonstrating the female reader’s implicit or explicit desire to read 
and pray in her vernacular language.145 This manuscript includes a 
Latin Life of St. Margaret, prayers in both Latin and German, and the 
Mariensequenz aus Muri, which represents “the oldest known German 
language version of the Latin sequence model.”146 This prayerbook 
is small in size, only 90mm x 65mm, indicating use by an individual 
reader, and since the prayers were addressed to the Virgin, an image of 
Mary is placed prominently within them. (Fig. 20) The twelfth-century 
nun using this book may have imagined Mary “listening” to her prayers 
as she read them in German.
144 The dimensions are 245 x 170mm.
145 Prayerbook, Hermetschwil, Benediktinerinnenkloster, Cod. membr 69 (1100–1200). 
See e-codices – Virtual Manuscript Library of Switzerland; 
http://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/list/one/bks/membr0069 (accessed 11 December 2017).
146 Online description from e-codices (see above). Also see Nigel F. Palmer, “The High 
and Latter Middle Ages (1100–1450),” in The Cambridge History of German Literature, ed. 
Helen Watanabe-O’Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 73. Palmer 
also points to two other German prayers to the Virgin Mary belonging to women’s 
communities during the twelfth century: the Mariensequenz aus St. Lambrecht (Graz, 
Universitätsbibliothek Graz, ms. 1501) from the house of Augustinian canonesses in 
Sekau, and the Melker Marienlied (Cloister Melk, Ms. 383) originating in the Rhine region. 
147 Prayer Book, Hermetschwil, Benediktinerinnenkloster, Cod. membr. 69 (1100–1200). 
Images from e-codices, http://www.e-codices.unifr.ch/en/bks/membr0069/3v (accessed 8 
December 2017).
148 Wolfgang Riehle, The Secret Within: Hermits, Recluses, and Spiritual Outsiders in Medieval 
England (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2014), 27 and 309. 
149 Seeberg, “The Manuscripts of the Admont Nuns,” 116. 
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as a guide for her life as a recluse.156 Composed in the form of a letter, 
it was addressed to an anchoress “who had graduated from the convent 
to the anchor-house with a good reading knowledge of Latin and long 
practice in recitation of the Divine Office.”157 Aelred expects an anchoress 
to spend her day in reading and prayer, reciting the full canonical 
Hours, and recommending the “Little Office of the Virgin, but only as a 
supplementary devotion.”158 This advice from Aelred points to the Latin 
literacy of a female recluse, demonstrating an ability to undertake “extra” 
reading material in addition to her daily recitation of the Divine Office.
 Another twelfth-century guidance text concerned with the spiritual life 
of nuns is known as the Speculum virginium, or Mirror of Virgins, originally 
written in c. 1140, possibly by a monk of Hirsau.159 Composed as a dialogue 
between a nun and her spiritual mentor, the text presents a “model for the 
interaction between women and men in the religious life.”160 Copies of this 
manuscript use a combination of text and images, where “the illustrations 
of the Speculum were integral to the book’s message, and the author 
directed his readers’ attention to images on particular pages for greater 
clarity.”161 Mews argues that the book may have been meant for a monk to 
“read aloud to religious women rather than to be read silently by women 
religious.”162 However, an early copy of the Speculum virginum was held 
at the Augustinian abbey of St Mary at Andernach, read by the canonesses 
under the guidance of their magistra Tenxwind.163 (Fig. 21)
2.3 guideBooks and monastiC rules
It should first be mentioned that all of the books discussed above played 
a role in the pastoral care of women living under a religious order. Each 
genre addressed in one way or another how a woman was to live a life 
of monastic prayer. However, when a woman desired to live a life of 
solitude as a recluse or anchoress, this presented a need for guidance 
books written specifically for women to read and emulate.150 Liz McAvoy 
has discussed how these guidebooks were written with the specific 
intention of a female reader living under a monastic order, enclosed 
within a cell.151 The compositions often took the form of letters addressed 
to an individual or small group of nuns, yet they were intended for wider 
reading and often were copied into collections.152 For example, in the 
late eleventh century Goscelin of St Bertin wrote the Liber confortatorius 
(1082–1083) for Eve, a nun who had left the abbey at Wilton in England 
to become a recluse attached to Ronceray Abbey in Angers, France.153 
In the prologue to his work, Goscelin writes to Eve assuming she would 
have other manuscripts available to read while at Ronceray, accessible 
to her as an enclosed anchorite. To guide her pastoral care, Goscelin 
encourages her to read “the Bible and other exegetical works by Jerome, 
Augustine, Gregory; the Life of St. Anthony and other ‘documenta 
patrum’; Augustine’s Confessions and De civitate Dei, Eusebius, Orosius, 
and Boethius.”154 This list of books tells us of the literacy in Latin that 
Eve had acquired at Wilton, and further suggests there may have been a 
library with a variety of genres available to the nuns at Ronceray.155
 A further example of a manuscript meant for the pastoral care of an 
individual anchoress was Aelred of Rievaulx’s De institutione inclusarum (c. 
1160), mentioned above, possibly written for his sister to read and use 
150 Mari Hughes-Edwards, “‘How Good Is It to Be Alone?’ Solitude, Sociability, and 
Medieval English Anchoritism,” Mystics Quarterly 35, (2009): 31–61. 
151 Liz Herbert McAvoy, Medieval Anchoritisms: Gender, Space and the Solitary Life 
(Woodbridge: D.S. Brewer, 2011), 6–7, and 91.
152 “Introduction,” Guidance for Women in Twelfth-Century Convents, trans. Vera Morton, 
essay Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2003), 1.
153 Writing the Wilton Women: Goscelin’s Legend of Edith and Liber confortatorius, eds. Stephanie 
Hollis and William Reginald Barnes (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 97–207. The connections 
between Goscelin and Wilton nuns are discussed above. The only surviving copy of 
Goscelin’s work: Goscelin of St Bertin, Liber confortatorius, London, British Library, 
Sloane 3103 (1100–1150). “There is no evidence Eve received his letter,” see McAvoy, 
Medieval Anchoritisms, 87 no. 50.
154 Joan M. Ferrante, To the Glory of Her Sex: Women’s Roles in the Composition of Medieval 
Texts (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1997), 79.
155 “The Ronceray cartulary is highly unusual, existing in several rolls (rather than in codices) 
drawn up by the nuns in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries.” See Kathryn 
Dutton, “Angevin Comital Children,” in Anglo-Norman Studies XXXII Proceedings from the 
Battle Conference 2009, ed. C. P. Lewis (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2010), 29 n. 37.
156 Mari Hughes-Edwards, Reading Medieval Anchoritism: Ideology and Spiritual Practices 
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2012), 20. 
157 Bella Millett, “Ancrene Wisse and the Book of Hours,” in Writing Religious Women: 
Female Spiritual and Textual Practices in Late Medieval England eds. Denis Renevey and 
Christiania Whitehead (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2000), 21–42.
158 Millett, “Ancrene Wisse,” 21.
159 Fiona Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 4. Elizabeth Bailey, “Judith, Jael, and Humilitas in the 
Speculum Virginum,” in The Sword of Judith: Judith Studies Across the Disciplines, eds. Kevin 
R. Brine, Elena Ciletti, and Henrike Lähnemann (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 
2010), 275. Also, Constant J. Mews, “Virginity, Theology, and Pedagogy in the Speculum 
virginum,” in Listen, Daughter: The Speculum Virginum and the Formation of Religious Women 
in the Middle Ages, ed. Constant J. Mews (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 18–20. 
160 Bailey, “Judith, Jael, and Humilitas,” 277.
161 Feminae: Medieval Women and Gender Index (The University of Iowa Libraries, 2014), 
“Description: Ladder of Virtue,” https://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/feminae/DetailsPage.
aspx?Feminae_ID=31297 (accessed 11 November 2017). 
162 Mews, “Virginity, Theology, and Pedagogy,” 21.
163 Cologne, Historisches Archiv der Stadt Köln, W. 276a (c. 1150). Jutta Seyfarth, trans. 
Janice M. Pinder, “The Speculum Virginum: The Testimony of the Manuscripts,” in Listen, 
Daughter: The Speculum Virginum and the Formation of Religious Women in the Middle Ages, 
ed. Constant J. Mews (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 41. Tenxwind sent a letter 
(c. 1150) to Hildegard of Bingen criticizing the ways the nuns of Bingen were dressed; 
see Carolyn Muessig, “Learning and Mentoring in the Twelfth Century: Hildegard of 
Bingen and Herrad of Landsberg,” in Medieval Monastic Education, eds. George Ferzoco 
and Carolyn Muessig (London: Leicester University Press, 2000),  91–92.
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ignore the initial drive behind the production of these manuscripts, 
envisioned as a solitary “scene of reading” of an enclosed nun alone 
with only her books available for spiritual guidance. In these cases of 
guides for an anchoress, the books function as a “model for developing 
and transforming the self.”166 In contrast, monastic rules were meant 
to guide the needs of a community. As discussed in chapter one, the 
structure of daily life was laid out by the rule adopted by the monastery. 
Yet, monastic rules did not usually address the needs of a female 
community. For example, Heloise requested that Abelard “suggest 
how the Benedictine Rule might be adapted to women’s lives in the 
convent.”167 Abelard’s response likely became part of the Paraclete’s 
library, read possibly during chapter meetings or meals, and which 
could be consulted if questions arose.168 
3. CONCLUSION
Addressing the challenge posed by Kelly discussed in the introduction 
of this study, “Did women have a renaissance,” in this chapter I have 
shown that nuns were active in acquiring manuscripts, using their 
socio-economic position combined with a status as a pious reader to 
commission books they found valuable for their spiritual guidance. 
The manuscript evidence reveals that women in monastic communities 
across orders needed books for the Divine Office, the components of 
the liturgy, education, and periods of communal or private reading. 
Additionally, women in a convent milieu displayed an interest in 
contemporary authors, such as Hugh of St Victor and Honorius of 
Autun, indicating a desire to read new texts and discover new thinking. 
The examples demonstrate that twelfth-century women living within 
the convent were educated readers in Latin and vernacular, requesting 
books that spoke to their concerns of piety, history, and literacy, attesting 
to their engagement in the “Twelfth Century Renaissance.”
Figure 21: Speculum virginum, Ladder of Virtues. Köln, Historisches Archiv der Stadt 
Köln, W 276a (1150), fol. 78v.
 Guidebooks such as Goscelin’s Liber confortatorius or Aelred’s 
Institutione inclusarium were “addressed on the surface” to a single 
female reader enclosed away from the world, yet scholars have argued 
that these guidance books were written with the hope that they would 
eventually be read by a wider audience.164 Similarly, the Speculum 
virginum was intended for an individual female reader, with a focus 
on the illustrations to guide spiritual prayer, yet spread to other 
reading audiences, including monks and clerics.165 However, we cannot 
164 Mari Hughes-Edwards, Reading Medieval Anchoritism: Ideology and Spiritual Practices 
(Cardiff: University of Wales Press, 2012), 20.
165 Seyfarth, “The Speculum Virginum,” 44–48.
166 Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers, 41.
167 Terence P. McLaughlin, “Abelard’s Rule for Religious Women,” Mediaeval Studies 18 
(1956): 241–292. John Marenbon, The Philosophy of Peter Abelard, (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1997), 75. Letter 8, Rule for the Paraclete, Troyes, Bibliotheque 
Municipale, MS 802, (1250–1300) fol. 89r–90v.
168 Anne Bartlett, Male Authors, Female Readers, 36.
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Chapter Four
CHAPTER FOUR: BOOKS MADE BY WOMEN 
IN THE TWELFTH CENTURY
In this chapter, the discussion moves from the “scene of reading” to the “scene of making,” demonstrating yet another way twelfth-century women supported textual culture. Women in both court 
and convent not only acquired books through commission, they also 
used their literacy in Latin, as well as vernacular languages, to copy and 
compose manuscripts themselves. Further, in many instances the female 
scribe also acted as the illuminator of her work. Through examples 
of books made by women, I show their engagement in the physical 
production of a manuscript; fulfilling the role of a scribe or author 
through the copying or composing of a text. It is true that authors are 
not always scribes, but some scribes were, in fact, authors.1 To situate 
our understanding of the role of a medieval scribe or author, I first 
discuss the term “authorship” as understood during the Middle Ages, 
and how a discernment of nuances within this definition can be applied 
to the written culture by twelfth-century women.2 Next, I address the 
methods by which scholarship has identified female scribes and the books 
they copied during this period. Building upon these considerations, I 
show the range of women’s engagement in the manual production of 
making a medieval book. By bringing together the instances where a 
noblewoman or nun are found composing, copying, decorating, and 
possibly binding manuscripts during the Twelfth-Century Renaissance, 
a clearer picture can be gained of women’s contribution toward the 
textual culture and developing “book fluency” of this period.3
1. WOMEN AS AUTHORS AND SCRIBES
In her discussion on status and authority in the arts during the late 
eleventh century, Catherine Karkov remarks, “it is usually assumed, unless 
there is concrete evidence to the contrary, that the producers and users 
1 Matthew Fisher, Scribal Authorship and the Writing of History in Medieval England (Columbus: 
The Ohio State University Press, 2012), 2.
2 For a fuller understanding of “auctoritas,” see Jan M. Ziolkowski, “Cultures of Authority 
in the Long Twelfth Century,” Journal of English and Germanic Philology 108, no. 4 (2009): 
421–448.  
3 Erik Kwakkel, “Introduction,” VIDI Project Turning Over a New Leaf, Leiden University. 
http://www.hum.leiden.edu/lucas/turning-over-a-new-leaf (accessed 11 December 2017). 
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of manuscripts were male, but this is not necessarily the case.”4 To better 
understand the ways in which women during the twelfth century were 
“producers of manuscripts,” Jennifer Summit argues for an expanded 
definition of authorship “that can take into account the range of medieval 
women’s authorial activities,” from original composition to copying.5 Summit 
places together these modes of medieval book production under a broad 
classification to include the range of ways manuscripts were made by women.
 Long into the twelfth century, the Latin term auctor carried with it 
a connotation of authority derived from a classical past, imbued with 
the feeling of historical witness which strengthened its meaning to a 
medieval audience. The definition expanded with the development of 
the scholastic tradition, where a new understanding of auctoritas implied 
a high level of Latin education as found in the university setting of the 
late twelfth century, a milieu from which women were excluded. In 
contrast, the work of a scribe involved the manual tasks of copying and 
compiling, using sources of auctoritas to add validation to their work.6 
Women’s contribution to the written culture of the twelfth century was 
situated between these two definitions, where women used the respect 
of their piety and social status to establish their role as author of an 
original work, and further applied the literacy acquired in convent 
schools to the manual copying of books. Therefore, this chapter builds 
upon Summit’s definition of “authorial activities,” discussing twelfth-
century women’s contribution by highlighting examples of the books 
they composed, translated, copied, compiled, or decorated.
1.1 Women as autHors
Research on the literary pursuits of women during the Middle Ages 
indicates that women at court held less of a presence in the physical 
writing of books, likely owing to the fact that employing a secretary or 
scribe was a sign of social status.7 This is not to say that noblewomen 
could not, or did not participate in “authorial activities.” For example, 
the Byzantine princess Anna Komnene (d. 1153) was known to her 
4 Catherine E. Karkov, The Art of Anglo-Saxon England (Suffolk: Boydell Press, 2011), 133; 
Karkov discusses the gender of scribes and artists as producers. Also, Michelle Brown, 
“Female Book Ownership and Production in Anglo-Saxon England,” in Lexis and Texts in 
Early English: Studies Presented to Jane Roberts, eds. Christian J. Kay and Louise M. Sylvester 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001), 45–67.
5 Jennifer Summit, “Women and Authorship,” in The Cambridge Companion to Medieval 
Women’s Writing, eds. Carolyn Dinshaw and David Wallace (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003), 92.
6 Summit, “Women and Authorship,” 94.
7 Green, Women Readers, 243. Summit, “Women and Authorship,” 93.
contemporaries as the author of the Alexiad (c. 1148), a history of her 
father, Alexius I, and his reign as Emperor.8 In the prologue to the text, 
Anna lends auctoritas to her work by using her close familial connections 
as daughter of the Emperor, and further recognizing her role as 
completing the work requested by her mother, and left unfinished by 
her husband.9 Anna’s commemoration of her father’s leadership as 
Emperor reflects the reading, and in this case the writing, interests of 
twelfth-century women at court.
 Perhaps the twelfth-century woman whose “authorial activities” have 
been recognized by scholars as written for a court context is Marie de 
France, active between 1160–1178. Her works of romance narratives 
evidence the beginnings of this genre, suggesting Marie recognized 
a change in reading habits at court and addressed this need through 
producing her work in French verse. Joan Ferrante, Matilda Bruckner, 
and other scholars have argued that Marie is the first woman poet 
identified in French literature, writing in Anglo-Norman verse.10 Her 
name is recorded in a (later) colophon, stating: “I will name myself in 
order to be remembered: my name is Marie and I am from France. Many 
clerics might try to take my work as their own; I don’t want anyone to claim 
it.”11 Although there is little information about who the historical Marie 
was, scholars have argued convincingly that she was a noblewoman from 
France living in England, who dedicated her work to King Henry II.12 
8 The Alexiad (c. 1148). Penelope Buckley, The Alexiad of Anna Komnene: Artistic Strategy in 
the Making of a Myth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 37. Also see Medieval 
Sourcebook, 
“Anna Comnena: The Alexiad,” http://legacy.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/AnnaComnena-
Alexiad.asp (accessed 8 December 2017). 
9 Buckley, The Alexiad of Anna Komnene, 25. Queen Matilda, wife of Henry I, has been 
suggested as composing De mundi catastropho. See Jane Stevenson, “Anglo-Latin Women 
Poets,” 124 at n. 90. Stevenson cites Thomas Tanner who makes this attribution. Thomas 
Tanner, Bibliotheca Britanno-Hibernica, sive de Scriptoribus qui in Anglia, Scotia, et Hibernia as 
Saeculi XVII Initium Floruerunt (London: William Bowyer, 1748), 520. 
10 Marie may have been the Abbess of Shaftesbury in 1181, the daughter of Geoffrey 
Plantagenet, and thus sister to King Henry II, or possibly the Abbess of Reading, or Marie 
de Meulan or Beaumont. Joan Ferrante, “The French Courtly Poet: Marie de France,” 
in Medieval Women Writers, ed. Katharina M. Wilson (Athens, GA: University of Georgia 
Press, 1984), 64. Matilda Tomaryn Bruckner, “Marie de France (fl. 1160–1178)” in 
French Women Writers: A Bio-Bibliographical Source Book, eds. Eva Sartori and Dorothy W. 
Zimmerman (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 324–345. 
11 Sharon Kinoshita and Peggy McKracken, “Introduction: The World of Marie de 
France,” Marie de France: A Critical Companion, eds. Sharon Kinoshita and Peggy 
McKracken (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2012), 36.
12 Bruckner, “Marie de France,” 325. “Marie was literate and clearly had access to a 
library”; Kinoshita and McKracken, “Introduction,” 3. For links to the works of Marie 
de France, see Judy Shoaf, “The Lais of Marie de France, A Verse Translation,” http://
people.clas.ufl.edu/jshoaf/marie_lais/ (accessed 8 December 2017). 
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Beyond that, it has been speculated that she was a nun of Shaftesbury, or 
a nun of Barking, even possibly half-sister to the King.13
 Whether living in court or convent, Marie de France must have had 
access to a library or reading network which allowed her to become 
familiar with a variety of literary genres, both contemporary and classic, 
and a high level of education which enabled her to translate works from 
Latin to French, from Breton to French, and even from Greek to Latin.14 
Marie composed and translated a number of works of poetry and folklore 
into Anglo-Norman French between 1160–1215, including twelve Lais, 
the Fables of Ysopet, the Bisclavret, and the Espurgatoire seint Patriz.15 As 
Marie’s example shows, her “authorial activities” reveal a woman who 
could copy, compose, and translate texts in multiple languages.
 In the scholarly debate regarding who Marie de France may have been, 
arguments include her with the scribal production that was occurring 
at Barking Abbey in England. For example, during the second half of 
the twelfth century, at least three female scribes were active at Barking, 
producing manuscripts in Anglo-Norman. Around the 1160s, the nun 
Clemence of Barking translated from Latin and copied into Anglo-
Norman the Vie de Sainte Catherine (Life of Catherine of Alexandria).16 Also 
from Barking, an unnamed nun produced the Vie d’Edouard le Confesseur, 
an Anglo-Norman translation from Latin composed in verse.17 The 
“authorial activity” of the nuns was connected not just to their physical act 
of copying, but to their composition in Anglo-Norman which is regarded 
as going beyond “a word-for-word translation from Latin.”18 Jane Bliss 
13 R. Howard Bloch, The Anonymous Marie de France (Chicago: The University of Chicago 
Press, 2003), 3.
14 Bruckner, “Marie de France,” 329. No extant manuscripts of Marie’s work from the 
twelfth century exist.
15 Twelve lais and prologue, Marie de France, London, BL, MS Harley 978 (1200–1300). 
Bruckner, “Marie de France,” 325. Diane Watt, Medieval Women’s Writing: Works by and For 
Women in England, 1100–1500 (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2007), 39–40. See also, Barbara 
Newman, “Authority, Authenticity and the Repression of Heloise,” Journal of Medieval and 
Renaissance Studies 22 (1992): 129. Newman describes Marie de France as an erotic writer, 
where “in the lai Le Frense, a convent-educated girl sleeps with her lover within the abbey 
walls, and later elopes with him” and “in Yonec, a fairy knight transforms himself into the 
shape of a woman.”
16 Diane Watt, Medieval Women’s Writing, 72–73. Two copies of the Vie de St. Catherine 
survive in collections of Saints Lives, the earliest, in Paris, BnF, Ms nouv. acq. fr. 4503 (c. 
1090) also contains the Voyage de saint Brendan by Benedit and the Vie de saint Alexis, the 
second manuscript copy, London, BL, Additional MS 70513 (1275–1300), may have been 
commissioned by Isabella of Arundel for the nuns at Campsey Priory. 
17 June Hall McCash and Judith Clark Barban, ed. and trans., The Life of Saint Audrey, A 
Text by Marie de France. Foreword by Emanuel J. Mickel (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and 
Company, 2006), 4-5.
18 Jennifer Brown, “Translating Edward the Confessor: Feminism, Time, and 
Hagiography,” Medieval Feminist Forum 43.1 (2007): 46–57, at 47.
argues that the audience for these works was not only the community of 
Barking, but may have also been readers at court.19 A further instance is 
the Anglo-Norman Vie Seinte Audrée, referring to an Anglo-Saxon nun 
from Ely, which was written by a nun of Barking named Marie. This is 
where the connection to Marie de France stems from.20
 Also from France is the monastic rule adapted for the nuns of the 
Paraclete, known as Institutiones nostrae. As Waddell suggests, this rule that 
addressed women’s monastic life was authored by the Paraclete’s abbess 
Heloise, in direct connection to the letter she wrote to Abelard requesting 
from him a monastic rule that spoke to women’s daily experience 
as different than men’s.21 Additionally, Heloise has been argued as 
the author of a number of poems found in her correspondence with 
Abelard.22 However, further reinforcing Summit’s argument regarding 
the precarious nature of female “authorship” during the Middle Ages, 
over the centuries the authenticity behind Heloise’s works was continually 
doubted and her writing variously attributed to men such as Abelard 
himself, all the way to theories of forgery by an un-named monk.23
1.2 Women as sCriBes
Summit argues that one of the inherent problems in trying to distinguish 
works of copying or composition by a woman lies in the fact that their 
writing was often re-assigned to men over time. She observes that 
indications of gendered writing were the first to be questioned, and 
therefore the first to be altered over the centuries, an occurrence that 
medieval women writers themselves recognized. During the twelfth 
century, women such as Marie de France wrote of the concern that her 
name would be forgotten and replaced by a man’s.24 Confirming these 
19 Jane Bliss, ed. and trans., La Vie d’Edouard le Confesseur, by a Nun of Barking Abbey 
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2014).
20 Green, Women Readers, 245. Green writes, “an otherwise unknown author (probably a 
nun) of the Vie sainte Audrée names herself in the epilogue (“Ici escris mon nom MARIE / Pur 
ce ke soie remembree”).”  
21 Rule of St Benedict, Customary, Troyes, Bibliothèque Municipale, MS 802 (1200–1300). 
Chrysogonus Waddell, ed., The Paraclete Statutes “Institutiones nostrae”: Troyes, Bibliotheque 
Municipale, MS 802, ff. 89r–90v. (Kentucky: Gethsemani Abbey, 1987). 
22 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 474. Mews, The Lost Love Letters of Heloise and Abelard, 196.
23 John F. Benton, Culture, Power, and Personality in Medieval France, ed. Thomas N. Bisson 
(London: The Hambeldon Press, 1991), 411; (Benton’s argument, re: the forgery of the 
letters has been disproven and retracted). Barbara Newman, “Authority, Authenticity, 
and the Repression of Heloise,” Journal of Medieval and Renaissance Studies 22, vol. 2 
(1992): 121–157. Mews, The Lost Love Letters of Heloise and Abelard, 197–198.
24 Marcelle Thèibaux, ed. The Writings of Medieval Women, 2nd Edition: An Anthology, 277–278; 
from Isopet, “I will name myself in order to be remembered: my name is Marie and I am from 
France. Many clerics might try to take my work as their own; I don’t want anyone to claim it.”
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medieval women’s fears, Summit points out that, in later copies of a 
manuscript, “signatures were liable to be treated like any other part of 
the text, and thus, like the title, illustrations, or chapter headings, were 
open to manipulation.”25 This fact of erasure makes the signatures and 
colophons that survive today all the more remarkable.
 How do we know a book was written by the hand of a woman? It is 
true that the majority of extant manuscripts from the Middle Ages do not 
include the name(s) of the scribe or illuminator. This decision to remain 
anonymous by a medieval scribe was partly owing to the desire for their 
work to claim an auctoritas beyond their own, but also to the prevailing 
topos of humility that characterized the period. Since the act of copying 
could represent a form of prayer, the scribe usually did not dare to add 
her or his name.26 As a result of this lack of scribal identification, past 
scholarship has predominantly assumed that the anonymous medieval 
scribe was male. Whether this association was implicit or explicit, the 
attribution of scribal activity to a woman has remained wanting.
 Another hindrance to the identification of a female scribe hinges 
on the fact that during the Middle Ages, especially within a monastic 
setting, nuns received similar scribal training as did monks, therefore 
producing styles in the same manner, perhaps indistinguishable, as 
their male counterparts. For example, Abbot Emo of Florida Hortus in 
Wittewierum, Frisia, sought to train both monks and nuns at his double-
house to copy manuscripts, “instructing women who were clever at 
writing to practice the art assiduously.”27 Malcolm Parkes discusses the 
method of “vocational training,” where the scribes of the community 
were guided by a master of the scriptorium in the formation of scripts, 
which, as Parkes notes, often resulted in a “house-style.”28 This ability to 
replicate a regional style of script was the mark of a trained scribe, monk 
or nun. As Aliza Cohen-Mushlin points out, “the Hamersleben style of 
script was transmitted to the Benedictine nuns of Lamspringe, probably 
through direct training by one or more [male] scribes.”29 
25 Summit, “Women’s Authorship,” 94.
26 Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents in Late Medieval Germany (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009), 201.
27 Lina Eckenstein, Women Under Monasticism: Chapters on Saint-Lore and Convent Life between 
A.D. 500 and A.D. 1500 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,1896), 237. Also, John 
E. Sandys, A History of Classic Scholarship, from the Sixth Century B.C. to the End of the Middle 
Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1903), 599.
28 Malcom B. Parkes, Their Hands Before Our Eyes: A Closer Look at Scribes, The Lyell Lectures 
Delivered in the University of Oxford 1999 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 9–10.
29 Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony: St. Pancras in Hamersleben (Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz, 2004), 183.
 Temptation to assign feminine qualities, or a delicate style, to nuns’ 
scribal skills has remained a continuing obstacle to understanding the 
breadth of their contribution to book production. Women during the 
Middle Ages were in fact very capable at detail work, including embroidery 
and painting.30 Yet, so were men. Throughout the medieval period, 
there were male artists who engaged in embroidery, and of course male 
scribes who did delicate painting and calligraphy.31 Recent scholarship 
has warned against trying to “postulate a female hand” as dainty or 
delicate, frivolous or weak.32 We can, however, look at a certain style in 
the formation of letters and conclude, as Bernhard Bischoff did, that a 
female scribe or scriptorium of women could develop a distinguishable 
script style, such as the “Chelles minuscule.”33 Whether the female 
scribe is named or anonymous, these examples show not only the nuns’ 
“authorial activity” as scribes, or the books available to them to use as 
sources for auctoritas, but also their high level of education in Latin and 
Anglo-Norman to be able to compose “a very full vernacularization” of 
their works.34
 Accordingly, when looking for clues that point to a female scribe or 
artist, firm evidence can come from colophons, portraits of women as 
scribes, signatures (subscriptions), contemporary booklists, such as the 
one made at Wessobrunn during the first half of the twelfth century 
recording the work of the nun Diemud, and historical records such 
as necrologies, where a nun is indicated as scriba or scriptrix.35 For 
30 Margaret Wade Labarge, “Stiches in Time: Medieval Embroidery in its Social Setting,” 
Florilegium 16 (1999): 86–87. Also, Jane Tibbets Schulenburg, “Holy Women and the 
Needle Arts: Piety, Devotion, and Stiching the Sacred, Ca. 500–1150” in Negotiating 
Community and Difference in Medieval Europe, eds. Scott Wells and Katherine Smith (Leiden: 
Brill, 2009), 83–110. On nuns as illuminators/painters see Repertorium of Manuscripts 
Illuminated by Women in Religious Communities of the Middle Ages, “Introduction,” http://www.
agfem-art.com/introduction.html (accessed 11 December 2017).
31 By the late Middle Ages, the establishment of guilds for artisans were predominantly 
made for men. See Mary-Anne Kowaleski and Judith M. Bennett, “Crafts, Gilds and 
Women in the Middle Ages: Fifty Years After Marian K. Dale,” Signs: Journal of Women in 
Culture and Society 14.2 (1989): 474–501. 
32 Beach, Women as Scribes, 5; Green, Medieval Women Readers, 180. 
33 Bernhard Bischoff, “Die Kölner Nonnenhandschriften und das Skriptorium von Chelle,” 
Mittelalterliche Studien: ausgewählte Aufsätze zur Schriftkunde und Literaturgeschichte (Stuttgart: 
Anton Hiersemann, 1966), 16–34. “The name of one of the female scribes of this codex, 
Madalberta, is given within an initial; it was probably written in a nearby convent, perhaps 
Jouarre or Faremoutiers,” in Bernhard Bischoff, Manuscripts and Libraries in the Age of 
Charlemagne, trans. Michael Gorman (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 25. 
See also Felice Lifshitz, Religious Women in Early Carolingian Francia: A Study of Manuscript 
Transmission and Monastic Culture (Fordham University Press, 2014), 31.
34 Jocelyn Wogan-Browne, Invisible Archive, Medieval Academy of America annual meeting 
at University of California, Los Angeles, April 2014. 
35 Booklist, Münich, BSB, 22001d (1130–1150).
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example, in the necrology of Schäftlarn from the twelfth century, 
the nun Adelheit is mentioned as scriba.36 Study of the style of script 
can also provide clues allowing distinction of various scribes. As 
Cynthia Cyrus states, “where a woman has copied one book, she can 
generate others.”37 When a nun’s scribal hand has been identified, it 
is then possible to make paleographical comparisons to uncover other 
instances of her participation.38 Additionally, it is important to consider 
references from external sources that mention the particular copying 
skills of a convent, such as the request from the abbot of Prüfening to 
the nuns of Niedermünster, or the copying skills of a specific nun. For 
example, Martha G. Newman discusses a text found in a thirteenth-
century manuscript that recounts a story of Mechtild of Edelstetten (d. 
1160).39 While attempting to repair her quill to begin writing, Mechtild 
is described as engaged in diligent copying of psalters and missals, which 
she made for her community. Once her quill was “miraculously” cut to 
perfection, she continued copying books with the same quill until her 
death.40 Such accounts, though likely an embellished portrayal, can lead 
to fruitful research regarding manuscript production from a specified 
monastic house, or the manuscript production of a specific nun.
 Some convent scriptoria were so well respected that they were 
commissioned to create books for outside their convent walls. Abbot 
Idung of Prüfening requested the nuns of Niedermünster to make 
for him a “legible and carefully corrected copy” of his Dialogus duorum 
monachorum (Dialogue between Two Monks), a work he composed as 
an explanation of his conversion to the Cistercian order.41 A similar 
36 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 70. She cites, “Adelhait cv. nra. scriba.”
37 Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents, 47.
38 Alison Beach employs a methodology of paleographical identification for determining 
various nun-scribes at Admont and Shaftlärn using criteria of “very likely not identical, 
possibly identical, probably identical, very likely identical” to indicate a scribal match. See 
Beach, Women as Scribes, 7.
39 Engelhard of Langheim, De eo quod angelus ei pennan temperavit, Posnan, Biblioteka 
Raczynskich, Rkp 156, fols. 117r–v. Martha G. Newman, “A Medieval Nun, Writing” 
blogpost April 6, 2012, https://notevenpast.org/medieval-nun-writing/ (accessed 11 
December 2017).
40 “Edelstetten,” Monastic Matrix, https://monasticmatrix.osu.edu/monasticon/edelstetten 
(accessed 11 December 2017). Mechtilde of Diessen and Edelstetten, d. 1160. In the vita 
Mechtildis, written by Engelhard of Langheim sometime between 1189–1200, her work 
as a scribe is mentioned. Mechtild was abbess of Augustinian canonesses at Diessen, and 
then abbess of the Benedictine nuns at Edelstetten during the twelfth century. Engelhard 
also “wrote a book of exempla (edifying moral stories) and dedicated it to the abbess and 
nuns of the Franconian Cistercian nunnery of Wechterswinkel.” See Elizabeth Freeman, 
“Nuns,” in The Cambridge Companion to the Cistercian Order, ed. Mette Birkedal Brunn 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press), 106.
41 Beach, Women as Scribes, 129.
request was made by Sindold, the librarian of Reinhardsbrunn, asking 
the “sisters of Lippoldsberg” to make him a book with the materials 
he has sent to them.42 The nuns of Lippoldsberg were given supplies 
of “twenty-four quaternions, some leather, paint and silk” to make a 
service book as he requested.43 The supplies, such as leather which may 
have been meant for a limp binding, and silk to sew together the quires, 
suggest the nuns at Lippoldsberg were capable of binding manuscripts 
in their convent scriptorium.44 
 Helmar Härtel notes that the role of scriptrix in the Benedictine 
community of Lamspringe might have indicated at least a rudimentary 
knowledge of parchment preparation and binding skills. In Härtel’s 
description of the manuscripts made at Lamspringe, he identifies at 
least seven manuscripts copied by the nuns which contain fragments 
of manuscripts from the ninth and tenth centuries within their 
“romanischer” bindings.45 Although it is possible that the books were sent 
to an outside source for binding, such as Hamersleben, it is also likely 
that the nuns’ training as scribes might have included this knowledge. 
They may also have learned how to treat a piece of parchment for 
writing, recycling used pieces if new parchment was not available. 
Palimpsests, which were scraped and re-pounced, are evidenced in two 
of the manuscripts made at Lamspringe during the twelfth century, in 
which some of the initials from the earlier text still remain.46 Due to 
the fact that producing a manuscript was expensive, and materials were 
42 Beach has uncovered a letter by a nun from Lippoldsberg who requested “two little 
books on the ars dictaminis from the abbot of Reinhardsbrunn.” See Beach, “Voices from 
a Distant Land: Fragments of a Twelfth Century Nuns’ Letter Collection,” Speculum 77 
(2002): 36 n. 13; also, Barbara Newman, Making Love in the Twelfth Century: “Letters of Two 
Lovers” in Context (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 16.
43 Julie Hotchin, “Women’s Reading and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century Germany: 
The Library of the Nuns of Lippoldsberg,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture, Reform and 
Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: Brepols, 2007), 156.
44 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading and Monastic Reform,” 157.
45 Härtel, “Geschrieben,” 19 and 67–100. Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst. 
(1178–1191); Cod. Guelf. 443 Helmst. (1175–1200); Cod. Guelf. 475 Helmst. (1175–
1200); Cod. Guelf. 510 Helmst. (1175–1200); Cod. Guelf. 511 Helmst. (1175–1200); 
Cod. Guelf. 718 Helmst. (1175–1200); Cod. Guelf. 903 Helmst. (1175–1200).  
46 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 943 Helmst. (1175–1200) and Cod. Guelf. 723 Helmst. 
(1175–1200). David Ganz, “Book production in the Carolingian empire and the spread 
of Caroline Minuscle,” in The New Cambridge Medieval History, Vol. II, c. 700–c. 900, ed. 
Rosamond McKitterick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 792. Ganz writes, 
“A St Gall colophon suggests that some scribes prepared their own parchment for writing 
(MGH poet. iv, p. 314).” Although this is a reference to manuscripts in the Carolingian 
period, it supports the idea that scribes may have been responsible for acquiring the 
materials needed to produce their book. De Hamel notes that parchment was left 
unprepared for writing, and it was the scribe’s job to “buff it up and rub with chalk.” 
Christopher De Hamel, Scribes and Illuminators (London: British Museum, 1992), 12.
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valuable, the re-use of parchment was a common practice. To serve as a 
brief example of the high cost of a manuscript book, Susan Bell writes, 
“in the eleventh century the Countess of Anjou paid two hundred sheep; 
one bushel each of rye, wheat, and millet; and a quantity of marten pelts 
for one volume of the sermons of Haimo of Halberstadt.”47
 Thus, as the above instances demonstrate, nuns working within a 
convent scriptorium during the twelfth century were often responsible 
for the complete production of a manuscript, from acquiring the supplies, 
to copying, decorating, and possibly binding of the book. An interesting 
example, as Delia Gaze notes, is found in an illuminated missal from the 
twelfth century which “bears an enigmatic colophon usually believed to 
identify Diemud [of Salzburg] as the scribe but in fact stating that ‘pious 
Diemud made the material of the book’ (Materiam libri fecit Diemuod pia 
scribi / Seo Rudberto celi pro munere certo / Celestis vite scibuntur in ordine 
scribe).”48 In the next section I will introduce the extant examples of 
colophons and signatures which provide firm evidence of women’s 
contributions to the making of books during the twelfth century.
COLOPHONS
Perhaps the most important indicator for attributing a manuscript made 
by a woman is the presence of a colophon.49 As Erik Kwakkel points 
out, “the last page of the text was a podium where the scribe could 
state information about himself and the circumstances of the book’s 
production. While few scribes seized this opportunity (about one in seven 
do say something), such added information, collected in what we call a 
‘colophon’, can enrich our knowledge of a manuscript considerably.”50 
Since placing a form of identification was not a common practice in 
the Middle Ages for scribes either lay or religious, monk or nun, the 
Colophons des manuscrits occidentaux lists only two manuscript instances of 
47 Susan G. Bell, Medieval Book Owners, 747. De Hamel, Scribes and Illuminators, 13. De 
Hamel also discusses the high cost of parchment.
48 Missal with colophon, Münich, Bayerische Staatsbibliothek, Clm. 11004 (1100–1200). 
Quoted from Delia Gaze, “Women as Artists in the Middle Ages,” in Concise Dictionary 
of Women Artists, ed. Delia Gaze (New York: Routledge, 2001), 10. Gaze introduces 
other scholarly debates which propose that the Diemud in this instance is the Abbess 
of Nonnberg in Salzburg (d. 1136). Gaze points out that Diemud (Demut), meaning 
Humility, was a common monastic name for nuns. 
49 Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes for Women’s Convents in Late Medieval Germany (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2009). See also the online database, Index of Manuscripts 
Illuminated by Women in Religious Communities of the Middle Ages http://www.agfem-art 
(accessed 11 December 2017).
50 Erik Kwakkel, “The Last Page of the Medieval Book,” (August 21, 2014) https://
medievalbooks.nl/tag/colophons/ (accessed 11 December 2017).
a colophon by a female scribe from the twelfth century.51 One of which 
is from Lamspringe, found in a florilegium manuscript (c. 1150s), where 
an unnamed nun records her scribal efforts: Istic finit[ur] iam scriptrix 
laude potitur.52 Yet, the Colophons des manuscrits occidentaux does not list 
two further colophons from Lamspringe, deriving from the last quarter 
of the twelfth century. The nuns Ermengarde and Odelgarde are each 
identified by colophons in two separate manuscripts.53 The first instance, 
a colophon naming Odelgarde and Ermengarde together, was in a copy 
of the Ratio divinorum officiorum, last recorded as sold in 1810.54 The second 
colophon inscription naming Ermengarde, found in a copy of sermons, 
states: Liber sancti Adriani in Lamespringe, scriptus a domina / Ermengarde in 
diebus Iudtte priorisse et / Gerhardi prepositi sermones sancti Augustini episcopi.55
 Utilizing twenty-first century research, a query to the online database 
Women and Written Culture in the Middle Ages, searched by colophons 
dating between 1050–1225, reveals fourteen names, eight of which are 
the nuns of Munsterbilzen Abbey near Maastricht, who worked together 
on at least two manuscripts.56 Discussed in chapter two of this study 
in regard to the books held in Munsterbilzen’s convent library, the 
manuscript containing Isidore’s Etymologia and De natura rerum (c. 1134) 
lists the names of eight nuns responsible for the book’s production.57 
The colophon on fol. 166r states: Hec sunt nomina illarum quae scripserunt 
librum istum. / Gerdrut. Sibilia. Dierwic. Walderat. Hadewic. / Lugart. Derta (or 
Ota). Cunigunt. Ipse namque scripserunt mo / nasteriensibus dominis quatinus 
deum pro eis rogent ut a pe / nis eas liberet & in paradyso collocet. Quisquis eis ab 
/ stulerit anatematizatus sit.58 (Fig. 22) An additional colophon naming five 
51 Bénédictins du Bouveret, Colophons de manuscrits occidentaux des origines au XVIe siecle, 6 
vols. (Fribourg, 1965–82).
52 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 943 Helmst. (1178–1191), fol. 164v. cƒ. Bénédictins du 
Bouveret, Colophons de manuscrits occidentaux des origines au XVIe siecle, Volume 6 (Fribourg, 
Switzerland: Editions Universitaires, 1965–1982), 360. The entry notes, “Wolfenbüttel 
1045, f. 164v” as the manuscript. Also, see Härtel, Geschrieben, 21; Full transcription: 
“Haustus librorum pelago liber modorum. Istic finitur. Iam scriptrix laude potitur”, 90. 
53 The term “scriptrix and group” is used by Härtel and Cohen-Mushlin in their catalog 
descriptions of the manuscripts of Lamspringe. 
54 Härtel, Geschrieben, 19. Also Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Saxony, 155.  
55 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst (1178–1191), fol. 1r. Ermengarde copied 
and illustrated this manuscript. She also acted as rubricator and illustrator in at least three 
other manuscripts; HAB, Cod. Guelf. 480 Helmst., HAB, Cod. Gulef. 475 Helmst., HAB, 
Cod. Guelf. 903 Helmst. 
56 “Women and Written Culture in the Middle Ages,” The Women Copyists Database, 
http://edu.let.unicas.it/womediev/framinten.html (accessed 22 June 2016).
57 Etymologies, London, British Library, Harley 3099 (1134). 
58 British Library online catalog description, http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/FullDisplay.
aspx?ref=Harley_MS_3099 (accessed 11 December 2017). Image from BL Digitized 
Manuscripts: http://www.bl.uk/manuscripts/Viewer.aspx?ref=harley_ms_3099_f166r 
(accessed 11 December 2017).
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of these same nuns can be found within a Gospel book copied in 1130.59 
Further, four of these nuns are also named in the abbey’s necrology 
from the mid-twelfth century, establishing a connection that suggests an 
active scriptorium at Munsterbilzen during this period. 
  
Figure 22: Colophon in left column, beginning at line 3. Etymologies, London, British 
Library, Harley ms. 3099 (1134), fol. 166r.
 Additional colophon evidence is found in southern Germany at the 
Abbey of Schäftlarn, a Premonstratensian “double-house,” where at 
least three women known by name worked as scribes during the twelfth 
century. The nun Adelheit is mentioned as scriptrix in their necrology, yet 
her manuscripts remain unidentified, whereas Sophia, a conversa (active 
1160–1180), left her signature in two volumes of Augustine’s Ennarationes 
in Psalmos.60 In the first, her name is recorded at the bottom of the last 
folio of the book, as “scripsit Sophya,” without any added information.61 
In the second manuscript, her name is found twice, the first of which she 
left in ink at the bottom of a folio toward the middle of the book, and the 
second is “scratched” into the parchment near the end of the last quire.62
 In contrast, Irmingart (active 1164–1200) was a professed sister 
(sororea), and therefore living under rules of enclosure.63 She is witnessed 
as a scribe of Schäftlarn in their necrology and two colophons. In one, 
59 Gospel Book, Brussels, Bollandist Library ms. 299 (1130).
60 Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmos, Münich, BSB, Clm 17052 and Enarrationes in 
Psalmos, Münich, BSB, Clm 17053. Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 70–71. For 
image, see Beach, Women as Scribes, 121.
61 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos, Münich, BSB, Clm 17052, fol. 214v. Beach, Women 
as Scribes, 121–122.
62 Augustine, Enarrationes in Psalmos, Münich, BSB, Clm 17053, fol. 108v and fol. 269v.
63 Beach, Women as Scribes, 111.
Irmingart chose to leave her colophon identification in a cruciform 
shape found in a book of homilies: Iste liber pertinet ad sanctum dyonisium 
sceftlaren quem scripsit soror Irmengart obtentu domni. Hainrici prepositi. [This 
book, which sister Irmingart wrote with the permission of Prior Henry, 
belongs to the monastery of Saint Dionysius, Schäftlarn].64 (Fig. 23) This 
same wording is used in the second colophon, but without the pictorial 
addition, and not written in her hand.65 
Figure 23: Colophon of Irmingart. Münich, BSB, Clm 17087 (1164–1200), fol. 223v
 As a final example, a colophon in a twelfth-century manuscript 
from the Abbey of the Blessed Virgin Mary, located at Nunnaminster 
in England, states: Salva et incolomis maneat per secula scriptrix [May this 
female scribe stay safe and sound forever].66 This manuscript, which 
64 Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, Münich, BSB, Clm 17087, fol. 223v. Latin transcription 
and translation quoted from Beach, Women as Scribes, 1 and 125. 
65 Münich, BSB, Clm 17116 (1164–1200), fol. 129v. Beach, Women as Scribes, 125. “The 
Women Copyists Database,” http://edu.let.unicas.it/womediev/framinten.html (accessed 
22 June 2016), notes a rubricated monogram placed in the bottom margin of Clm 17116, 
fol. 121v, written “MGA,” argued as indicating the scribe Irmingart.
66 Moral Treatises, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 451 (1100–1130). Or “May the 
female scribe remain saved and safe for all time.” The manuscript contains “a copy of 
the Diadema monachorum by Smaragdus of Saint Mihiel, an anonymous moral treatise and 
fourteen miscellaneous sermons, attributed to St Augustine but being chiefly by Caesarius 
of Arles.” Pamela R. Robinson, “A Twelfth-Century Scriptrix from Nunnaminster,” in Of 
the Making of Books: Medieval Manuscripts, their Scribes and Readers. Essays Presented to M. B. 
Parkes, eds. Pamela R. Robinson and Rivkah Zim (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1997), 73–93. 
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contains a number of texts including the Diadem monacharum, is argued 
by Pamela Robinson “as the first identification (though without a name) 
of a female scribe in an English manuscript.”67 These colophons tell us 
that female scribes show an awareness of participation in manuscript 
culture, while also demonstrating that women produced books for their 
reading needs.
SCRIBAL-PORTRAITS 
An element of manuscript decoration known as a scribal-portrait, 
presenting a type of visual colophon, can indicate the identity of the 
scribe. Most common during the Middle Ages were the depictions of 
the four evangelists busy at work writing the Gospels. A few scribal-
portraits of women in the twelfth century survive, found in manuscripts 
that originated from convents in Germany. In the first instance, known 
as the Guta-Sintram Codex (c. 1154), a colorful portrait is included of 
the female scribe, canoness Guta of Schwartzenthann Abbey, and the 
male illustrator, canon Sintram from Marbach Abbey, neighboring 
houses located in the region of Alsace.68 This manuscript was made 
for the nuns of Schwartzenthann, and includes a homiliary, the Rule 
of St Augustine with commentary, a martyrology, a medical treatise, 
and a necrology of both Marbach and Schwartzenthann.69 The scribal-
portrait is accompanied by a text placed in a banderole; Scriptis figuris 
(picturis) ope sumptibus arte figuris / Hoc exornastis opus ambo mihique dicastis 
/ Ambos ergo pari faciam requie sociari [Together, you have adorned this 
work, which you have dedicated to me, with letters and figures achieved 
with skill].70 (Fig. 24) The work was made in close collaboration with 
both Guta and Sintram acting as scribes, and the text further mentions 
two other canonesses, Trutwib and Gisela, perhaps also with scribal 
skills.71 The colophon and reference to other women who assisted in the 
making of this manuscript indicates an active scriptorium of women at 
the community of Schwartzenthann.
67 Robinson, “Twelfth-Century Scriptrix,” 73–79.  
68 Customary, homiliary, necrology, Strasbourg, Bibliotheque du Grande Seminaire, MS 37 
(1154), fol. 4.
69 Susan Marti, “Double Monasteries in Images? Observations on Book Illumination from 
the Communities in the South-Western Empire,” in Partners in Spirit: Women, Men, and 
Religious Life in Germany 1100–1500, eds. Fiona Griffiths and Julie Hotchin (Turnhout: 
Brepols), 81, at n. 10. 
70 Latin transcription and translation quoted from, Feminae: Medieval Women and 
Gender Index, “Guta and Sintram with the Virgin Mary,” https://inpress.lib.uiowa.edu/
feminae/DetailsPage.aspx?Feminae_ID=35124 (accessed 11 December 2017).   
71 Griffiths, Garden of Delights, 126.
Figure 24: Scribal-portrait. Strasbourg, Bibliothéque du Grande Seminaire, 
MS 37, (c. 1154), fol. 4r.
 The next example is found in a collection of homilies copied and 
illustrated by a nun, also named Guda, from an unidentified convent in 
the middle-Rhine region. In an initial “[ominus],” she placed an image 
of herself in the manuscript, and inscribed on the banderole she holds 
firmly in her hand, “Guda peccatrix mulier scripsit q[ue] pinxit h[un]c librum” 
[Guda, a sinful woman, wrote and painted this book], leaving her name 
and her role as both scribe and the illuminator of this book.72 (Fig. 25)
72 Homiliary, Frankfurt am Main, Stadt- und Universitätsbibliothek, Ms. Barth. 42 
(1151–1200). Margaret Ives and Almut Suerbaum, “The Middle Ages,” in A History of 
Women’s Writing in Germany, Austria and Switzerland, ed. Jo Catling (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2000), 13. Also, Green, Women and Reading in the Middle Ages, 180.
73 Psalter, The Walters Art Museum, W. 26 (1175–1225), fol. 64r. Initial Q. Latin text is 
opening of Psalm 51. 
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Figure 25: Scribal-portrait of Guda. Homiliary, Frankfurt am Main, Stadt- und 
Universitätsbibliothek, Ms. Barth. 42 (1151–1200), fol. 110v.
 These two examples leave little doubt as to the role of the female scribe 
in the making of these manuscripts, and their use of the images as a visual 
representation of their piety and skill. However, in the final example 
I present, this role is not as clear. In the twelfth-century psalter from 
the Abbey of St Ulrich and St Afra in Augsburg, an image of a woman 
drawn into the swinging tail of the initial “Q,” with a name written as 
“Claricia,” has been identified by various scholars as the female scribe 
or illuminator of this psalter.73 Since the clothing depicted in the image 
is not a nun’s habit, scholars have argued that the woman represents a 
lay-sister working as an artist within the scriptorium of the convent.74
 In addition, this manuscript also includes an image of a woman in 
nun’s attire, portrayed in the act of prayer, found in an historiated 
initial on fol. 115v.75 (Fig. 26) The image of the nun may represent 
the role of the pious reader of this devotional book, or she may have 
been the patron, or even a scribe. A number of scribal hands have been 
74 The Walters Art Museum, online description: http://art.thewalters.org/detail/26205 
(accessed 11 December 2017). Images from Walters Art Museum Digital Images.
75 Psalter, The Walters Art Museum, W. 26, fol. 115v. Historiated initial D. The Latin text 
is Psalm 101 (one of the seven penitential psalms), Domine exaudi orationem meam. “O Lord 
Hear my prayer…”.
identified in the manuscript, so a collaboration scenario is likely, but 
as to the make-up of that collaboration, we can only speculate.76 It is 
therefore possible to imagine that both these women, nun and lay-sister, 
desired to have their role in the making of the book commemorated. 
This combination of female images may represent the collaboration 
between the women living together in the community at Augsburg.77 
Figure 26: Portraits. Psalter, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery W. 26 (1175–1225),
Left: fol. 64r and Right: 115v.
 The examples of colophons I have introduced here demonstrate 
how female scribes in the twelfth century used the manuscript as a way 
to document and preserve their contribution to written culture. The 
examples further highlight the varied ways women left their mark. The 
scribal-portrait of Guda clearly tells the reader her role in the production 
of the manuscript. It would seem the same case for the portrait found 
76 This seems to be a common occurrence, for example, the lay-sister Sophia and the enclosed 
nun Irmingart at Schäftlarn. A consideration of the instances of collaboration between lay-
sisters and nuns at convent scriptoria such as Augsburg could be further explored. 
77 Pierre Alain Mariaux, “Women in the Making: Early Medieval Signatures,” in Reassessing 
the Roles of Women as ‘Makers’ of Medieval Art and Architecture, ed. Therese Martin (Leiden: 
Brill, 2012), 400–402. Mariaux argues that the woman is not meant to represent a real 
person active in the production of the manuscript, but a personification for the Latin word 
clairicare. The catalog description from the Walters Art Gallery suggests that Augsburg 
had a scriptorium. 
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in the Guta-Sintram Codex, and since decoration was added after the 
copying of text, Guta may have worked together with Sintram to create 
the elaborate visual colophon indicating both their roles in making the 
manuscript. Moreover, the colophon left by Irmingart of Schäftlarn is 
unique in regard to the shape, but not to the wording, where in both 
of her colophons she qualifies her role as scribe as “authorized” by the 
prior. Beach suggests that the signature left by Sophia of Schäftlarn 
was placed at the bottom of the manuscript to be later trimmed away, 
indicating that it was only to act as a marker for the sections she was 
responsible copying. The fact that Sophia’s signatures remain adds to 
our knowledge of how women left their mark on the written word.
 Thus, by using a broad definition of the “authorial activities” that 
twelfth-century women participated in, supported by instances of 
their participation evidenced in primary sources, an understanding of 
women’s contribution to written culture begins to emerge. Consequently, 
as Anne Winston-Allen remarks, “one can begin to construct a paradigm 
of what kinds of books were made in women’s scriptoria and how to 
identify them.”78 As a result of these codicological and paleographical 
efforts, scholarly assumptions about the gender of a medieval scribe, or 
an illuminator, are now being questioned. Alison Beach argues,
[I]f we stop…in the monks’ scriptorium, our image is 
incomplete, and our understanding of the monastic 
renaissance flawed. Religious women also worked as 
copyists in a variety of institutional settings – in the seclusion 
of the recluse’s cell, at monasteries for women only, and 
in monasteries for both women and men. Female scribes 
worked alone, in teams of women, and in collaboration with 
their male counterparts.79
 Varieties of collaboration remain a constant feature when discussing 
the books women made during the twelfth century. The act of copying 
could be shared between the women within a religious community or 
as in the case of Schäftlarn, between nuns and monks witnessed by the 
multiple exchange of hands within one manuscript. Another common 
type is the collaboration between a female author and male scribe, 
as evidenced by Hildegard and Volmar at Rupertsburg. Although 
78 Anne Winston-Allen, “Introduction,” Index of Manuscripts Illuminated by Women in Religious 
Communities of the Middle Ages, http://www.agfem-art (accessed 11 November 2017).
79 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 59.
collaboration between multiple people to produce a manuscript was 
common during the Middle Ages, enacted between both women and 
men, as Summit points out gender was the first thing to be questioned 
over the course of time, often erasing women’s contribution to written 
culture. Instances where a male secretary transcribed the dictation of a 
female author are often thought to be altered, due to the influence of a 
male scribe acting as editor, thus taking away the woman’s identification 
as authority of her own work. For example, the works of collaboration 
between Hildegard and her secretary, Volmar, have been debated by 
scholars in regard to his role in altering Hildegard’s words. Jennifer 
Summit states, “Volmar dared make no changes – even on the level of 
syntax or vocabulary – to Hildegard’s accounts of her visions because 
they were divinely issued.”80 Yet, other scholars have noted that 
Volmar’s role was to do just that, to correct Hildegard’s Latin, which 
possibly altered her account.81
 In a similar case, the twelfth-century abbess and mystic Elisabeth of 
Schönau is known to have used a male secretary, her brother Ekkbert, 
who was responsible for writing down her visions. What ties these 
examples together, beyond the fact they were familiar contemporaries, 
is the use of a male secretary to act as a witness to the mystical visions 
he was transcribing. Ekkbert and Volmar’s role was as the “writer,” 
where the “author” was Hildegard or Elisabeth, and the nuns’ auctoritas 
was derived from the spiritual visions they received. Looking beyond 
the mystical writings of these women, it becomes clear that they were 
involved in many literary endeavors where a male scribe is not found. 
Hildegard is well known for her correspondence, her poetry and musical 
composition, instances of preaching, and providing commentary on 
scripture, as well as medical texts, and even a “secret language” used 
between the nuns of Rupertsburg.82 Throughout all of Hildegard’s 
literary endeavors, she worked primarily with the nuns of her convent, 
especially Richardis von Stade.83
 A scene often depicted in medieval manuscript art is a male scribe 
copying onto wax tablets. However, female scribes also took down 
transcriptions on wax or scraps of available parchment. In addition 
to her collaboration with Volmar, Hildegard also worked with the 
nun Richardis, who is noted by Kimberley Benedict as transcribing 
80 Summitt, “Authorship,” 98.
81 Green, Women Readers, 229. 
82 Barbara Newman, Sister of Wisdom: St. Hildegard’s Theology of the Feminine (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1998), 301–302.
83 Newman, Sister of Wisdom, 6.
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Hildegard’s words and compiling her works together, in collaboration 
with other nuns of the abbey.84 Further, Anne L. Clark suggests that 
nuns at Schönau assisted Ekkbert and shared “the task of recording 
Elisabeth’s descriptions of those visions.”85 In a similar pursuit, a number 
of nuns from Admont during the middle of the twelfth century decided 
to transcribe the sermons of their abbot Irimbert, as he preached, taking 
down his words through dictation onto wax tablets.86 This endeavor 
resulted in a two-volume manuscript of Irimbert’s sermons, expertly 
made by the nuns in their scriptorium.87
 In yet another instance of women’s “authorial activities,” I turn to 
examples of twelfth-century nuns’ written contribution to the genre 
of poetry and verse-epistles. As Jane Stevenson writes, “almost all the 
identifiable Latin women poets of the eleventh to the fourteenth centuries 
appear to have been in religious orders of one kind or another.”88 Toward 
the beginning of the twelfth century, a group of nuns at Ronceray 
Abbey in the Loire region of France spent time in correspondence with 
monks from nearby monasteries. Their exchange included monks from 
the “Loire School,” a term used by scholars to designate the writings 
of monks such as Marbode of Rennes (1035–1123), Hildebert of 
Lavardin (le Mans) (1056–1133), Baudri de Bourgueil (1045/6–1130), 
and others.89 Belle Tuten comments that in the early twelfth century, 
the combination of the Abbess Tiburga of Ronceray, the nun Emma 
who was most likely the grammar teacher, along with a well-educated 
canon by the name of Hilary from the cathedral school of Angers, led 
to the strong literary and scribal abilities demonstrated by the nuns of 
Ronceray.90 Baudri of Bourgueil maintained a correspondence with the 
nun Constance (Constantia), who replied to his letters in Latin verse, 
composing her response in elegiac couplets.91 Baudri also sent a poem 
to Emma of Ronceray, for “her and her educated sisters to read, praise 
84 Kimberley M. Benedict, Empowering Collaborations, Writing Partnerships Between Religious 
Women and Scribes in the Middle Ages (New York: Routledge, 2004), 55.
85 Anne L. Clark, trans. and intro., Elisabeth of Schönau: The Complete Works (New York: 
Paulist Press, 2000), 4.
86 Beach, Women as Scribes, 85. In this case, would we imagine the nuns’ role as secretary 
or editor as taking away Irimbert’s standing as author?
87 Admont, MS 16 and Admont, MS 17.
88 Jane Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, Language, Gender, and Authority, From Antiquity to the 
Eighteenth Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 109.
89 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 123. Katherine Kong, Lettering the Self in Medieval and 
Early Modern France (Cambridge: D.S. Brewer, 2010), 16, n. 3. Loire school: c. 1095–1106. 
90 Belle S. Tuten, “Who was Lady Constance of Angers? Nuns as poets and correspondents 
at the monastery of Ronceray d’Angers in the early twelfth century,” Medieval Perspectives 
19 (2004): 255–268.
91 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 122.
and correct.”92 Emma was noted by Baudri as able to draw women to her 
convent through her reputation of learning. Baudri infers it is Emma’s 
wisdom that attracts students like bees to honey.93 Thus, from Ronceray 
during the twelfth century, the nuns Emma, Agnes, Constance, and two 
further unnamed nuns sent and received eloquent Latin verse-epistles, 
a form of poetry in the tradition of Ars dictiminis, demonstrating these 
nuns were as skilled in Latin verse as the monks.94 As Elizabeth Tyler 
suggests, the definition of “Loire School” should be revised to include 
the many women who read and responded to these verse-epistles.95
 Expertise in Latin verse written by nuns in twelfth-century England 
also held a direct connection to the monks from the Loire region. Muriel, 
a lay-sister at Ronceray before she moved to Wilton Abbey, was highly 
regarded as a poet writing in Latin, praised by Marbod of Rennes and 
Serlo of Wilton.96 Although none of Muriel’s poems survive, knowledge 
of her exchange of poetry in the form of lengthy verse-epistles in Latin 
is retained in the responses sent to her by Hildebert of Lavardin and 
Baudri de Bourgueil.97 Further, Muriel may not have been the only poet 
at Wilton Abbey. The mortuary roll (rotulus) of Bishop Vitalis of Savigny 
(c. 1123) contains a poem in Latin written by a nun from Wilton.98 The 
entry mentions the abbess Wiltrudis of Wilton, suggested by Stevenson 
as the author of a separate poem written in Latin on Susanna.99
 The tradition of religious houses adding a prayer or poem to a 
mortuary roll which circulated to neighboring communities was 
popular in the twelfth century, and nuns, especially those from 
92 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 123. “Emma grammatica” appears in the cartulary of 
Ronceray during this time period. Also, Thomas Moser, A Cosmos of Desire: The Medieval 
Latin Erotic Lyric in English Manuscripts (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 
2004), 47–48. 
93 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 123.
94 Peter Dronke, “Personal Poetry by Women: The Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries,” in 
Women Writers of the Middle Ages (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), 84–106. 
95 Elizabeth M. Tyler, “From Old English to Old French,” in Language and Culture in 
Medieval Britain, The French of England c. 1100–c. 1500, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (York: 
York Medieval Press, 2009), 173. 
96 On Muriel of Wilton, see Elizabeth M. Tyler, “From Old English to Old French,” in 
Language and Culture in Medieval Britain: The French of England, c. 1100–c. 1500, ed. Jocelyn 
Wogan-Browne (York: York Medieval Press, 2009), 174. Stevenson, Women Latin poets, 123.
97 Joan M. Ferrante, “Women’s Role in Latin Letters from the Fourth to the Early Twelfth 
Century,” in The Cultural Patronage of Medieval Women, ed. June Hall McCash (Athens: 
The University of Georgia Press, 1996), 83–84. Baudri sent a poem to Adela, countess 
of Blois. A manuscript from the second half of the twelfth century, Martianus Capella, 
De astronomia and Baudri de Bourgueil, De tribus mundi partibus et de distribucione tocius orbis, 
British Library, Harley 2650 (1150–1200), contains a fragment of Baudri de Bourgueil’s 
Carmen 134 Adelae Comitissae, v. 749–945, ff. 33v–37r, a historical verse poem. 
98 Mortuary Roll, Paris, Archives nationales, AE/II/138 (c. 1123). 
99 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 123.
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prominent houses, would have added their own entries, in their own 
hand.100 Constant Mews suggests that Heloise was the author of a poem 
included in the rotulus of Bishop Vitalis of Savigny that representing 
the entry from the Abbey at Argenteuil.101 The mortuary roll of Abbess 
Matilda of La Trinité, Abbaye-aux-Dames of Caen (d. 1113) was filled 
with Latin verse by nuns from surrounding religious houses.102 Two 
later examples, the mortuary roll of Lucy de Vere (c. 1230), and the 
mortuary roll of Amphelisa of Lillechurch (c. 1220) were also sent to 
neighboring religious communities of men and women for them to add 
a verse entry.103 These examples demonstrate nuns’ ability to write in 
Latin verse and show the fluidity of their roles as author and scribe.104
2. CONVENT SCRIPTORIA
A tradition of women working as scribes within a monastic setting dates 
back at least to the time of Boniface, and Anglo-Saxon nuns such as 
the abbess Eadburga, who supplied him with books to help spread the 
Christian scripture.105 Moreover, when Charlemagne sought to normalize 
a universal script, the convents of Jouarres and Chelles in northern France 
developed in-house scriptoria with well-trained female scribes to achieve 
this goal.106 Bernard Bischoff and Rosamond McKitterick have discussed 
100 Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 120. 
101 Constant Mews, The Lost Love Letters of Heloise and Abelard: Perceptions of Dialogue in 
Twelfth-Century France, trans. Neville Chiavaroli and Constant J. Mews (New York: St. 
Martin’s Press, 1999), 161–162. Stevenson, Women Latin Poets, 117, n. 53. Gerald A. 
Bond, The Loving Subject: Desire, Eloquence, and Power in Romanesque France (Philadelphia: 
University of Pennsylvania, 1995), 116–169. 
102 Daniel Sheerin, “Sisters in the Literary Agon,” in Women Writing in Latin from Roman 
Antiquity to Early Modern Europe, 3 vols., eds. Laurie Churchill, Phyllis R. Brown, and Jane 
E. Jeffrey (New York: Routledge, 2002), 93–131.
103 Mortuary Roll, London, British Library, Egerton 2849 (c. 1225–1230); Mortuary Roll, 
Cambridge, St. John’s College, MRJ 271/College classmark N. 31 (c. 1208–1221); David 
Bell, What Nuns Read: Books and Libraries in Medieval English Nunneries (Kalamazoo, MI; 
Cistercian Publications, 1995).
104 The nuns of Regensburg were also involved in composing poetry in the form of 
letters. Regensberg verses/songs, Münich, BSB, Clm. 17142 (1106). Miscellany manuscript 
of “grammatical notes, scholia, proverbs, political poems, and other teaching materials 
copied from a schoolmaster’s working papers…, love letters and playful verses…
exchanged between one or more teachers and a class of convent pupils in Regensburg.” 
See Barbara Newman, Making Love in the Twelfth Century: “Letters of Two Lovers” in Context 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2016), 257.
105 Deborah Harmeling, O.S.B., “Tetta, ‘Noble in Conduct’ and Thecla ‘Shining Like a 
Light in a Dark Place’,” in Medieval Women Monastics: Wisdom’s Wellsprings, eds. Miriam 
Schmitt and Linda Kulzer (Collegeville, MN: The Liturgical Press, 1996), 106. 
106 Rosamond McKitterick, Books, Scribes and Learning in the Frankish Kingdoms, 6th–9th 
Centuries (Aldershot: Variorum, 1994). Delia Gaze, ed., Dictionary of Women Artists: Volume 
1, Introductory Surveys, Artists, A–I (London: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1997), 7. Jane 
Stevenson, Women Latin Poets: Language, Gender, and Authority, from Antiquity to the Eighteenth 
Century (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 90. 
the quality and skill of manuscript production by the nuns at Chelles 
Abbey, where during the period Gisela, Charlemagne’s sister, was abbess, 
at least thirteen codices are known to have been copied by the nuns.107
 In contrast to the manuscript production by nuns during the 
Carolingian period, there is little information regarding convent 
scriptoria active in France during the twelfth century. We might 
speculate that the prominent women’s houses of the time, which were 
populated with educated, wealthy women, such as Fontevraud or the 
Paraclete, likely had the skills, means, and opportunity to produce 
manuscripts. For instance, the letters between Abelard and Heloise, 
Epistolae Duorum Amantium, written during her time as prioress of the 
Paraclete, or the request from the abbess Petronilla of Fontevraud to 
Baudri de Bourgueil, would suggest at least the materials for writing 
were available to the nuns. There is a similar paucity of information 
regarding convent scriptoria in twelfth-century England, yet there are 
a number of clues that point to a female scribal culture. I discussed 
above the scribal activities of nuns at the long-established Abbey of 
Barking, where nuns worked as scribes from the early eighth century 
until at least the end of the thirteenth century.108 There are further 
glimpses of twelfth-century women in England actively working as 
scribes, for instance the copy of moral treatises made by the scriptrix 
of Nunnaminster (St Mary’s Abbey, Winchester) at the beginning 
of the century. The manuscript she copied is a collection of writings 
on monastic life, including the Diadema monachorum by Smaragdus, 
discussed in the previous chapter.109 (Fig. 27)
107 Rosamond McKitterick, “Nuns’ Scriptoria in England and Francia in the Eighth 
Century,” Francia 19, no. 1 (1992): 1–35. Bernhard Bischoff, trans. Michael Gorman, 
Manuscripts and Libraries in the Age of Charlemagne (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1994).
108 Stephanie Hollis, “Barking’s Monastic School, Late Seventh to Twelfth Century: 
History, Saint-Making and Literary Culture,” in Barking Abbey and Medieval Literary 
Culture, Authorship and Authority in a Female Community, eds. Jennifer N. Brown and Donna 
Alfano Bussell (York: York Medieval Press, 2012), 33–55.
109 Moral Treatise, Oxford, Bodleian Library, MS Bodley 451 (c. 1100). Michelle P. Brown, 
“Female Book Ownership and Production in Anglo-Saxon England,” in Lexis and Texts 
in Early English: Studies Presented to Jane Robertson, eds. Christian J. Kay and Louise M. 
Sylvester (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2001), 59.
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Figure 27: Smaragdus of Saint-Mihiel’s Diadema monachorum, Oxford, Bodleian Library, 
Bodl., MS 451 (c. 1100), fols. 88v–89r.
 A further indication of female scribes at Nunnaminster is found in the 
mortuary roll of Matilda of Caen (d. 1112). Stephanie Hollis points out 
the convent added “three substantial poems… (one written by a niece of 
Abbess Matilda).”110 Adding to these examples, changes were made to an 
eleventh-century prayerbook by a twelfth-century nun at Nunnaminster. 
The alterations to the manuscript, such as changing the gender of the 
Latin case endings and adding a personal prayer, reflect a female reader 
who knew how to write in Latin.111 The prayerbook originally belonged 
to the monk Ælfwine of New Minster in the early eleventh century, and 
110 Stephanie Hollis, “Barking’s Monastic School, Late Seventh to Twelfth Century: History, 
Saint-Making and Literary Culture,” in Barking Abbey and Medieval Literary Culture, 53.
111 Prayerbook, London, British Library, Cotton MSS Titus D. xxvi and xxvii; two 
volumes (c. 1025 with 12th c. additions). This prayerbook was separated when it came 
into the collection of Robert Cotton Library, see Ælfwine, Ælfwine’s Prayerbook, ed. Beate 
Günzel (Woodbridge: Boydell and Brewer, 1993). There is also a possible connection to 
the Vitellius Psalter which may have been produced by the nuns at Nunnaminster c. 1062. 
See Helen Foxhall Forbes, “Gender and Monastic Life in Late Anglo-Saxon Winchester,” 
in Gender and the City Before Modernity, eds. Helen Foxhall Forbes and Gabriele Neher 
(Chichester: Wiley Blackwell, 2013), 173.
included a coded language used between Ælfwine, the monk Ælfsige, 
and other monks of Winchester. The manuscript is made up of “seventy-
eight separate or distinguishable texts” and reflects a strong interest in 
prediction or prognostics. The continued use of this book by a nun from 
the twelfth century suggests a network of exchange between the monks 
and nuns of New Minster and Nunnaminster, as well as the literacy and 
scribal ability of the nun who, as a later reader, made her own additions 
to the book. These examples indicate a continued tradition of women 
working as scribes within convents in twelfth-century France and 
England, even though their production of manuscripts is not attributed 
to a convent scriptorium. Each instance demonstrates how women put 
pen to parchment, using their scribal skills in a variety of ways.
 In contrast to the apparent lack of indication of convent scriptoria 
in England and France, scribal activity of twelfth-century nuns is 
pronounced within women’s religious houses located in the regions of 
Germany, especially toward the end of the century. This occurrence 
presents a number of considerations. First, as previously discussed in 
chapter one, women’s monastic houses in Germany held long-established 
ties to noble heritage and financial support, therefore providing a status 
to their library collections which likely aided in the preservation of their 
manuscripts. Next, the focus on monastic reform and the spread of 
women’s religious houses throughout Western Europe was particularly 
fervent in Germany. This movement sparked a need for books, and 
women stepped in to provide the needed manual labor of copying 
manuscripts. Last, the character of manuscript production in German 
areas, which was slow to adapting change, may have kept the scribal 
activity within the monastic community, rather than the burgeoning 
trade of professional scribes found in England and France.112
 Early research into the role of women in monastic manuscript culture 
recognized the unique contribution by nuns in twelfth-century German 
convents. In her foundational book published in 1896, Women Under 
Monasticism: Chapters on Saint-Lore and Convent Life between A.D. 500 and A.D. 
1500, Lina Eckenstein brought to light the scribal work of a number of nuns, 
especially in the German regions, such as Diemut of Wessobrunn, and the 
nuns of Admont. Eckenstein also briefly mentions the scribe Leukardis of 
Mallersdorf, simply stating she was a Bavarian nun of Irish origin.113 Alison 
112 The “lag” in script change is discussed by Erik Kwakkel, “Biting, Kissing and the 
Treatment of Feet: The Transitional Script of the Long Twelfth Century,” in Turning 
Over a New Leaf: Change and Development in the Medieval Book (Leiden: Leiden University 
Press, 2012), 79–125, at 103. 
113 Eckenstein, Women under Monasticism, 237.
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Beach adds to this noting that although Leukardis’ manuscript do not 
survive, her work is mentioned in the convet documents of Mallersdorf.114
 The name of the female lay scribe Mahtilt of Nifen (Niphen) is found 
in a twelfth-century necrology from her community at Zwiefalten, 
a Benedictine double-house which produced a large number of 
manuscripts during the twelfth century. Constant Mews discusses 
this entry in the necrology, which states: Mahtilt de Nifen conversa 
congregationis, Ista multos libros sancte Marie conscripsit.115 Mews suggests 
the designation of “many” books copied by Mahtilt indicates her skill 
and level of output. Beach supports Mews’ theory through paleographic 
comparison identifying at least three manuscripts copied by Mahtilt, all 
of them liturgical books.116 Beach further argues that Mahtilt was likely 
one of many lay women who worked as scribes at Zwiefalten.117 Adding 
to these instances, I turn the attention to convent scriptoria which had 
a number of female scribes working together, supported by examples 
of extant manuscripts compiled, copied, and sometimes decorated 
at women’s monastic communities in twelfth-century Germany: 
Lamspringe, Schäftlarn, Admont, and Wessobrunn.
LAMSPRINGE
In the Saxon region of northern Germany, in the diocese of Hildesheim, 
the Benedictine nuns at the abbey of St Adrian at Lamspringe added 
manuscripts to their convent library through efforts of copying and 
exchange, as attested by the twenty books dated to the twelfth century.118 
114 Beach, Women as Scribes, 129. 
115 Necrology, Stuttgart, Württembergische Landesbibliothek Cod. Hist. 2° 420 (1100–
1200). Constant J. Mews, “Monastic Educational Culture Revisited: The Witness of 
Zwiefalten and the Hirsau Reform,” in Medieval Monastic Education, eds. Gerorge Ferzoco 
and Carolyn Muessig (London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 186. 
116 Mews gives a list of the twelfth-century books from Zweifalten in “Monastic Educational 
Culture Revisited,” 186–188. See also Rodney Thomson, “The Place of Germany in the 
Twelfth-Century Renaissance: Books, Scriptoria and Libraries,” in Turning Over a New Leaf: 
Change and Development in the Medieval Book, eds. Erik Kwakkel, Rosamond McKitterick, 
and Rodney Thomson (Leiden: Leiden University Press, 2012), 133. Beach, Women as 
Scribes, 129. For more on the role of laywomen as conversae, see Constance H. Berman, 
“Conversae and Conversi,” in Women and Gender in Medieval Europe: An Encyclopedia, ed. 
Margaret Schauss (New York: Routledge, 2006), 169–170. 
117 Alison I. Beach, “‘Mathild de Niphin’ and the Female Scribes of Twelfth-Century 
Zwiefalten” in Nuns’ Literacies in Medieval Europe; The Hull Dialogue, eds. V. O’Mara, V. 
Blanton, and P. Stoop (Turhout: Brepols, 2013). Also written as Mathilde von Neuffen. 
Rodney Thomson notes that from Niphin “at least a hundred of its twelfth-century books 
are known to survive.” Thomson, “The Place of Germany,” 133. 
118 Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony: St. Pancras in Hamersleben 
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2004), 155. Also, Thomson, “The Place of Germany,” 131. 
Alison Beach does not include these manuscripts. 
At least twelve manuscripts made by nuns at Lamspringe were produced 
during the second half of the century when the convent community 
developed an active scriptorium.119 When Gerhard became Provost of 
Lamspringe in c. 1178, there already existed at the abbey a tradition of 
nuns working as scribes: for example, the above-mentioned colophon 
placed in a florilegium is dated to c. 1150.120 Thus, activity of the convent 
scriptorium at Lamspringe can be divided into two periods. First, the 
time between when the abbey began to follow the Rule of Benedict in 
c. 1130 until c. 1178 when Gerhard became provost, at least five books 
were produced by the nuns, variously labeled by scholars such as Härtel, 
Cohen-Mushlin, and Winston-Allen as “scriptrix,” “scriptrix-group,” or 
workshop.121 These include the exegetical treatise of Rupert of Deutz, 
De divinis officiis (Fig. 28), and Honorius of Autun’s commentary on 
the Song of Songs, Expositio in Cantica Canticorum.122 Patristic works 
are represented by a copy of the Dialogues by Gregory the Great, a 
miscellany manuscript of works by Bede and Paschasius Radbertus, and 
finally, a florilegium.123
119 Helmar Härtel, Geschrieben und Gemalt: Gelehrt Bücher aus Frauenhand. Eine Klosterbibliothek 
sächsischer Benediktinerinnen des 12. Jahrhunderts. Exhibition catalogue, 19 Nov–28 Jan 
2007 (Herzog-August-Bibliothek Wolfenbüttel: Herzog-August-Bibliothek, 2006), 19–22. 
Also, Thomson, “The Place of Germany,” 131. Thomson presents similar arguments in 
“The Place of Germany in the Twelfth-Century Renaissance,” in Manuscripts and Monastic 
Culture, Reform and Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turnhout: 
Brepols, 2007). Manuscripts from the time period before Benedictine reform; c. 1130, 
Wolfenbüttel, HAB Cod. Guelf. 426 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 427 Helmst., and HAB 
Cod. Guelf. 553 Helmst.; c. 1130–1178, HAB Cod. Guelf. 510 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 
519 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 943 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 1030 Helmst.; c. 1178–
1210, HAB Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 475 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 
480 Helmst., HAB Cod Guelf. 903 Helmst.
120 Gerhard was a canon from Hamersleben. 
121 Lamspringe was initially influenced by the reform of the Bishop Berthold of Hildesheim 
(1119–1130), who imposed the Benedictine rule upon the community as part of the 
general reform movement of the period. This was followed by a new connection to nearby 
monastery at Hamersleben, the first house of reformed regular canons in Germany, with 
whom they most likely developed a network of book exchange. For more on Lamspringe’s 
connection to the canons and scriptora of Hamersleben, see Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, 
Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony: St. Pancras in Hamersleben (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2004), 
155–160. 
122 Honorius Augustoduensis, Cantica canticorum, Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf 511 
Helmst. (1130–1178) Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, HAB Cod. Guelf. 510 Helmst.
123 Wolfenbüttel, HAB Cod. Guelf. 519 Helmst., HAB Cod. Guelf. 943 Helmst., HAB 
Cod. Guelf. 1030 Helmst. Härtel, Geschrieben und Gemalt, 65–96. 
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Figure 28: Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, Wolfenbüttel HAB Cod. Guelf. 510 
Helmst. (1130–1178), fol. 133r.
 During the period of 1178–1205, while Gerhard was provost, four 
manuscripts can be attributed to the copying and artistic skills of a 
specific nun, Ermengarde.124 Her name is found in a copy of sermons of 
Augustine, and it has been posited by scholars that she was responsible 
for the decoration as well.125 A good representation of the “vocational 
training” of scribes mentioned by Parkes, the text begins with the 
exemplum hand of the monk (from Hamersleben) who was training 
the nuns, and the rest of the text follows in the hand of Ermengarde.126 
(Fig. 29) Ermengarde is also credited with the decorated initials found 
in three other manuscripts, demonstrating that her skills were used 
in various aspects of book production.127 Lamspringe added both 
124 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 168.
125 Aurelis Augustinus, Sermons, HAB Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst. (1178–1191).
126 Parkes, Their Hands Before Our Eyes, 9.
127 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 475 Helmst., HAB, Cod. Guelf. 480 Helmst., and 
HAB, Cod. Guelf. 903 Helmst. (1178–1191). Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval 
Saxony: St. Pancras in Hamersleben (Otto Harrassowitz KG: Wiesbaden, 2004), 160–166.
traditional and modern texts to their library collection up until the end 
of the century.128
Figure 29: Sermons of Augustine, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst. (1178–1191) fol. 4v; 
Hand of scribe Ermengarde begins at line 15.
 As a result of the convent’s reform to Benedictine Rule in the first 
half of the century, there may have been a need for more books to 
fulfill the requirement for lectio divina, instigating the extensive in-
house copying of books by women at Lamspringe during the following 
years. Moreover, in the last decades of the century, the convent’s close 
connection to the canons of Hamersleben may have provided further 
training of nuns, specifically in a regional style.129 Thus, the surviving 
manuscripts produced by the generations of nun-scribes at Lamspringe 
represent a variety of scribal skills from copying to decorating.
128 Hotchin, “Women’s Reading,” 173. And Rodney Thomson, “The Place of Germany” 
(2012), 131. Thomson writes, “… the Lamspringe scriptorium was sufficiently active and 
skilled to take in commissions from other houses.” The Lamspringe booklist records work 
by Gregory the Great, Augustine, and Hugh of St Victor added during the late twelfth 
century. 
129 Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, 161. 
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SCHÄFTLARN
Moving south, near Münich in the Bavarian region of Germany, the 
Premonstratensian double-house at Schäftlarn built a library on an 
ambitious copying program specifically during the last half of the 
century (1164–1200).130 Owing to the monastic reform of the period, 
the “community immediately set up a scriptorium, the first ever at 
Schäftlarn,” which employed the skills of certain nuns as scribes.131 
During the last half of the century, manuscript production and scribal 
abilities of both the men and women at Schäftlarn is evidenced by the 
significant number of books copied: sixty-six volumes as documented by 
scholarship.132 At least six manuscripts have been linked to the scribal 
hands of both professed and lay-sisters at Schäftlarn, including sermons 
and gospel commentaries.133 However, Beach argues that the nuns at 
Schäftlarnexperienced limited access to the library at best, since “female 
reading was merely tolerated, with special concessions sometimes made 
for those who arrived at the monastery better educated.”134
 With the support of the prior, Henry (1164–1200), and Adalbertus 
the master scribe of Schäftlarn, the nuns Adelheit, Irmingart, and 
Sophia (Sofia) copied needed manuscripts for the monastery.135 Since 
this monastic community was made up of both men and women, a so-
called double-house, it is unclear where the scriptorium was located, 
and how it was shared. Further, owing to the fact that Irmingart was a 
nun bound to the rules of enclosure, whereas Sophia was a lay-sister of 
the community, we are left to imagine the ways they collaborated with 
each other, and with the monk Adalbertus, who worked as corrector 
and rubricator.136 
130 For an alternate view that sees Premonstratensians as “teachers and learners, with the 
aim to educate verbo et exemplo, and enjoyed considerable freedom,” see Reghina Dascal, 
“Constructing a Vantage Point from Which to Regard Women and History: Christine de 
Pizan and the Querelle De Femmes,” Didactica 2 (2009): 18.
131 Beach, Women as Scribes, 105.
132 Beach, Women as Scribes, 108. 
133 Augustine, vol. 1 Münich, BSB, Clm. 17052, and vol. 2 Münich, BSB, Clm. 17053, 
Augustine commentaries, Münich, BSB, Clm. 17054. Alison I. Beach, “Claustration and 
Collaboaration Between the Sexes,” in Monks and Nuns, Saints and Outcasts: Religion in 
Medieval Society: Essays in Honor of Lester K. Little, eds. Lester K. Little, Sharon A. Farmer, 
and Barbara H. Rosenwein (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 70, n. 61.
134 Beach, “Claustration,” 68. Beach notes the lack of evidence such as ex libris entries, 
lending lists, or other records of an in-house library.
135 Elisabeth Klemm, Die romanische Handschriften der Bayerischen Staatsbibliothek, 3 vols. 
(Weisbaden, Germany: Reichart, 1988). http://bilder.manuscripta-mediaevalia.de/hs//
katalogseiten/HSK0469a_a097_jpg.htm (accessed 11 December 2017). Also, Beach, 
Women as Scribes, 108, and 122–123.
136 Beach, Women as Scribes, 122.
 Sophia, a conversae (active 1160–1180), likely received the majority of her 
training as a scribe by Adalbertus. Sophia helped to copy a three-volume 
set of Augustine’s sermons, where only volumes 1 and 2 remain extant. 
She is also credited with producing a manuscript copy of Augustine’s 
commentary on the Gospel of John.137 In all of these manuscripts, Sophia 
worked in close collaboration with Adalbertus, exchanging hands in 
numerous instances throughout the text.138 In contrast, Beach suggests 
that Irmingart was already skilled in writing, and so received her tasks 
to complete in her cell.139 The books attributed to the hand of Irmingart 
include four extant works. First, in collaboration with Adalbertus acting 
as an exemplum hand, Irmingart was the main scribe of the manuscript 
containing homilies on the Epistles and the Gospels.140 Irmingart further 
copied three manuscripts on her own: De divinius officiis by Rupert 
of Deutz, an alphabetical glossary, and a copy of Palladius’ treatise On 
Agriculture.141 This last book might have been a useful text for nuns and 
monks living under the Premonstratensian order who were assigned 
more manual tasks to support both the male and female community, as 
well as indicating a reading interest in works of science.142
ADMONT
In the southeast of the German region, in present day Austria, the 
Benedictine Abbey at Admont presents a further example of an active 
convent scriptorium during the twelfth century, evidenced by a number 
of surviving manuscripts made by nuns. Indications of nuns as scriptrix 
occurs in two instances of the community’s necrology, naming Mathilt 
and Diemut.143 The entry of Diemut states: Diemudis conversa nostrae 
congregationis et scriptrix [Diemud, member of our congregation and 
scribe].144 Futher, Beach has identified through paleographical study 
the nuns Gertrude, Irmingart, Regilind, Nun-Scribe A, and Nun-
137 Augustine’s Enarrationes in Psalmos, vol. 1 and vol. 2, Münich, BSB, Clm. 17052 and 
Münich, BSB, Clm. 17053; Augustine’s Commentaries on the Gospel of John, Münich, BSB, 
Clm. 17054. Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 71. These texts were also copied by 
the nun-scribes at Lamspringe. 
138 Beach, Women as Scribes,120–123
139 Beach, Women as Scribes, 125.
140 Homilies, Münich, BSB Clm. 17087.
141 Rupert of Deutz, De divinis officiis, Münich, BSB Clm. 17116; Alphabetical Glossary, 
Münich, BSB Clm. 17151; Palladius, de Agricultura, Münich, BSB Clm. 23478.
142 Beach, Women as Scribes, 25 and “Claustration and Collaboration,” 74.
143 Beach, Women as Scribes, 85.
144 Quoted from Women as Artists, ed. Delia Gaze. Gaze asks, “How many other unsigned 
medieval initials are the work of women, since women obviously were scribes…,” 11. See 
also Beach, Women Scribes, 85. 
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Scribe B as makers of manuscripts.145 The contribution of these nuns 
to manuscript production includes six copies of sermons or homilies, a 
vita of an unnamed magistra, and a “model-book” for writing letters in 
the proper style.146 
 A three-volume copy of the sermons of Irimbert began as an effort 
by the nuns of Admont to copy down his words while he preached. In 
the prologue to his sermon on Kings, Irimbert writes: “In the very great 
difficulty of this work, I was refreshed thoroughly by the liberality of the 
aforementioned sisters, since they appointed me two sisters free from 
every occupation, who continually and diligently transcribed my spoken 
words onto tablets.”147 The resulting collection shows the scribal ability 
and collaboration between at least four nuns of Admont: Regilind, 
Irmingart, and the two unnamed nuns designated by Beach as Nun-
Scribe A and Nun-Scribe B.148 According to Beach’s analysis, the various 
instances of hand change within the manuscripts shows the collaboration 
between nuns working in a scriptorium at Admont.149 Further, Stefanie 
Seeberg argues that the nuns at Admont were involved in illumination of 
manuscripts.150 Seeberg notes that between 1165 and 1180, at least four 
manuscripts were decorated by a nun, or nuns, of the abbey, ranging 
from decorated initials to miniatures. Seeberg states, “the historiated 
initials, the usual form of illustration in the Admont manuscripts, first 
served to organize the text, to offer orientation by marking out texts 
or feasts days and as decoration in praise of God.”.151 Three of the 
manuscripts Seeburg discusses are volumes of sermons, and are part of 
the “anonymous works in the ‘Admonter Predigtsammlung’ (Admont 
sermon corpus).”152 Moreover, two volumes include an image of a nun 
above the chapter tables, in a posture that could represent her role as 
delivering sermons to the nuns in the Admont community.153 (Fig. 30)
145 Beach, Women as Scribes, 69.
146 Sermons, Vorau, Stiftsbibliothek MS 193; Sermons, Admont Stiftsbibliothek, MS 650; 
Sermons, Admont Stiftsbibliothek MS 651; Letters, Admont MS Ii/1.
147 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 63.
148 Admont MS 650, 651, and Vorau, Stiftsbibliothek MS 193. Beach, Women as Scribes. I 
follow Beach’s distinction among the hands and names.
149 For full description of the paleography of this manuscript, see Beach, Women as Scribes, 
93–95.
150 Stephanie Seeberg, “Illustrations in the Manuscripts of the Admont Nuns from the 
Second Half of the Twelfth Century: Reflections on Their Function,” in Manuscripts 
and Monastic Culture: Reform and Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach 
(Brepols: Turnhout, 2007), 100.
151 Seeberg, “Manuscripts of Admont Nuns,” 104.
152 Seeberg, “Manuscripts of Admont Nuns,” 100.
153 Anonymous sermons, Admont MS 58; Admont MS 62. Also, Admont Mss, 16, 17, and 18.
 
Figure 30: Homilies for Feast Days (detail); left, Admont, Stiftsbibliothek,
Ms. 58 (1165–1180), fol. 1v; right, Admont, Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 62 (1165–1180), fol. 2r.
 The fourth book, a breviary, was made specifically for the nuns by 
the monks Johannes and Udalricus of Admont in 1180.154 This book 
would have been used by the nuns during the daily Divine Office and, 
as Seeberg argues, the large size of the book, which measures 390mm 
x 275mm, likely laid open on a stand, where the “magistra leading the 
Divine Office and the nuns supporting her as readers and singers would 
read the required texts from the breviary.”155
WESSOBRUNN
The previous chapter discussed the books once held by the library at 
Wessobrunn, where over forty manuscripts were made by the nun Diemut, 
who is described on her grave marker as copying “an entire library with 
her own hands.”156 In her role as scribe, Diemut copied books which 
reflected the reading needs of her community, including a two-volume 
Bible, a number of copies of homilies, a book of saints’ lives, a collection 
of theological works, as well as an alphabetical glossary.157 In addition to 
the scribal work of Diemut, Beach has established that there were at least 
two other nun-scribes who copied manuscripts at Wessobrunn, indicating 
a scriptorium where nuns worked in collaboration even though Diemut is 
described as an inclusa. Beach suggests that Nun-Scribe 2 was responsible 
for illustrations and rubrication in some of the manuscripts where 
Diemut copied the main text, such as the copy of the Gospels where she 
added initials in “gold lettering.”158 Further, she is the same nun who 
produced the booklist of Wessobrunn, listing the manuscripts made by 
154 Liber matutinalis, Admont MS 18 (1180). 
155 Seeberg, “Manuscripts of Admont Nuns,” 105.
156 Green, Women and Reading, 180. 
157 Beach, Women as Scribes, 32–64, at 43.
158 Gospels, Münich, BSB, Clm. 22044 (1100–1125). Beach, Women as Scribes, 50.
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her contemporary, Diemut. Thus, these skilled nuns worked together 
in a convent scribal setting at Wessobrunn, suggesting that through 
collaboration, they could produce the various elements indicative of a 
medieval book, such as the layout and copying of texts, rubrication, and 
illustrations, all within their own version of a scriptorium.
3. CONCLUSION
In this chapter I have discussed women’s contribution to twelfth-century 
written culture by highlighting examples of the books made by noblewomen 
and nuns. By situating the “authorial activities” of twelfth-century 
women to include various acts of composition, each example adds to our 
understanding of women’s participation in the making of the physical 
book as an object. The evidence tells us that the majority of manuscripts 
copied by women come from a convent setting; their role as scribes can be 
found in colophons, portraits, and convent documents such as necrologies. 
The instances of convent scriptoria, especially in the German regions, 
demonstrate the abilities of nuns to collaborate and produce manuscripts 
working as scribes, illustrators, and rubricators.159 The books they copied 
were predominately written in Latin, aside from the texts translated 
and copied into Anglo-Norman from long-standing women’s religious 
houses in England. Moreover, it becomes clear that were regional reading 
preferences, such as the contemporary works of theological exegesis 
by Rupert of Deutz, with copies of his texts made in convents within 
Germany during the later decades of the century. Although it is a common 
assumption that during the medieval period libraries belonged to male 
monasteries, lavish manuscripts to male noble courts, and “anonymous 
texts are assumed to be written by males,” this chapter shows women’s 
participation in book production was significant to the Twelfth-Century 
Renaissance.160 Through the examples I have provided where women 
were involved in the physical making a manuscript, we further build our 
understanding of women’s contribution to the written culture of the twelfth 
century. By bringing together the instances where a noblewoman or nun is 
found composing, copying, decorating, and possibly binding manuscripts 
during this period, a clearer picture can be gained of women’s contribution 
toward the reading culture and the developing book fluency of this period.
159 It is also important to consider nuns’ work as conservationists/restorationists of 
manuscripts, which can be supported by the numerous examples of stiching around holes 
in parchment and other various repairs made to the page.
160 Alexandra Barratt, as quoted by Bella Millett, “English Recluses and the Development 
of Vernacular Literature,” in Women and Literature in Britain 1150–1500, ed. Carol M. 
Meale (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 98. See also, Jocelyn Wogan-
Browne, Saints’ Lives and Women’s Literary Culture c. 1150–1300; Virginity and its Authority 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 3.
Chapter Five:
READING AIDS IN TWELFTH-CENTURY 
MANUSCRIPTS BELONGING TO WOMEN IN 
COURT AND CONVENT
This final chapter examines to the physical features of manuscripts used by women for the presence of reading “technologies” that guided how books were read in the twelfth century, and in 
turn adds another facet in the study of women’s engagement with the 
written word.1 Scholarship regarding the inclusion of features within 
manuscripts which facilitated the practice of reading, specifically as used 
by medieval women, remains an emerging field of research.2 In this 
chapter, I intend to add to that scholarship by looking to reading aids 
in the manuscripts belonging to twelfth-century women in both court 
and convent, and what these paratextual features can tell us about how 
women in these contexts used them to guide their reading. Focusing on 
various reading aids such as rubrication, initials, content tables, chapter 
headings, running titles, and various marginal notations, I discuss how 
these “technologies” were used by women during the twelfth century to 
facilitate the different types of reading in either court or convent.3 By 
examining extant manuscripts used by nuns and noblewomen for the 
presence or absence of reading aids, we can begin to make qualitative 
and quantitative codicological accounts of what manuscripts made for 
and made by women looked like, and how they were used.
1 Emily Steiner, “Introduction,” in Taxonomies of Knowledge: Information and Order in 
Medieval Manuscripts, eds. Emily Steiner and Lynn Ransom (Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Libraries, 2015), 2.
2 Alison I. Beach, Women as Scribes: Book Production and Monastic Reform in Twelfth-Century 
Bavaria (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004). Cynthia J. Cyrus, The Scribes 
for Women’s Convents in Late Medieval Germany (Toronto: Toronto University Press, 2009). 
Anne Winston Allen, “Repertorium of Manuscripts Illuminated by Women in Religious 
Communities of the Middle Ages,” http://www.agfem-art.com/index.html (accessed 8 
December 2017).
3 I follow the codicological terminology as defined by Michelle P. Brown, Understanding 
Illuminated Manuscripts, A Guide to Technical Terms (Los Angeles: The J. Paul Getty 
Museum, 1994); Glossary of Illuminated Manuscripts, British Library, accessed February 19, 
2017, www.bl.uk/catalogues/illuminatedmanuscripts/glossary.asp (accessed 8 December 
2017). I also use definitions from Stanford University, “Stanford Global Currents: Visual 
Hierarchy,” https://globalcurrents.stanford.edu/discovery/visual-hierarchy (accessed 8 
December 2017).
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 The discussion and examples presented in the previous chapters 
have highlighted the genres women read, the ways women acquired 
books, as well as the contexts in which the books were likely used, 
all connected to a twelfth-century cultural milieu of either a court or 
convent. Each of these factors is significant to understanding how the 
physical appearance of a manuscript reflected its context; where form 
follows function. Scholars interested in the material history of the book 
encourage a close examination of the physical format of a manuscript 
as a way to study preference, or indifference, toward certain features 
by a “social group.”4 Following this perspective, a cross-section of the 
material evidence presented thus far is re-examined from a codicological 
perspective, taking into consideration how women used reading aids. 
Examining the paratext which were part of the books made for or 
made by women helps us to better understand women’s engagement as 
reader, patron, and scribe during the twelfth century.5
 The chapter begins with a description of various reading 
“technologies” which were part of the presentation of the page during 
the twelfth century, and how these paratextual features shaped the 
reader’s experience.6 Based on these definitions, I present a list of ten 
prominent reading aids which exemplify organizational and navigational 
functions.7 Connecting research on reading aids to women’s manuscripts 
in both court and convent, I show how these paratextual elements might 
have been used to practice a selective reading style according to the 
needs of a nun or noblewoman. Through examination of manuscript 
evidence, this chapter will show how the physical books made for, and 
made by, twelfth-century women used reading “technologies” and how 
these aids worked to help guide the readers. To focus this assessment of 
4 Erik Kwakkel, “Decoding the Material Book: Cultural Residue in Medieval Manuscripts,” 
in The Medieval Manuscript Book, Cultural Approaches, eds. Michael Johnston and Michael Van 
Dussen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015); Kathryn M. Rudy, Piety in Pieces: 
How Medieval Readers Customized their Manuscripts (Cambridge: Open Book Publishers, 
2016); Christopher de Hamel, The British Library Guide to Manuscript Illumination: History 
and Techniques (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2001). For earlier scholarship, see 
L. M. J. Delaissé. “Toward a History of the Medieval Book,” in Codicologica 1: Théories et 
principes, eds. Albert Gruys and J. P. Gumbert (Leiden: Brill, 1976), 75–83.
5 Charlotte E. Cooper, “What is Medieval Paratext?” Marginalia 19 (2015): 37–50. 
6 Malcolm B. Parkes, Scribes, Scripts and Readers: Studies in the Communication, Presentation 
and Dissemination of Medieval Texts (London: Hambledon, 1991); Pause and Effect, An 
Introduction to the History of Punctuation in the West (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1992); “Layout and Presentation of Text,” in The Cambridge History of the Book in Britain: 
Volume II, 1100–1400, eds. Nigel J. Morgan and Rodney M. Thomson (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2008), 55–74. 
7 Jennifer Ann Weston, “The Spirit of the Page; Books and Readers at the Abbey of 
Fécamp, c. 1000–1200,” (PhD Diss., Leiden University, 2014), 63–73.
reading aids and women’s manuscripts, the last section of this chapter 
looks to the presence or absence of the defined features as found in two 
genres which reflect a predominance of being made for, or made by 
twelfth-century nuns or noblewomen: sermons and psalters. In doing 
so, this chapter adds to our understanding of women’s engagement 
with the physical manuscript, providing a yet unexplored aspect of 
scholarship regarding twelfth-century women’s knowledge of reading 
aids and their skill in using them.
 An underlying theme throughout this study has been the varieties 
of collaboration in the production of a manuscript, where acts of 
commission by a female patron, the intended use of the book by a 
female reader(s), as well as the scribal activity of the (female) copyist, 
rubricator, decorator, and even binder, indicate a shared experience 
across milieu in the eventual production of a finished manuscript. As a 
result, the material object itself reveals “choices these … parties made 
with regards to the paleographical and codicological features to include 
in the book, and what sparked their choices.”8 While the text itself is 
important to understanding why or where a book was read, indications 
of construction and paratextual additions can supply the researcher 
with further valuable information. Codicological investigation of a 
medieval manuscript, variously discussed as “archaeology of the book” 
or as “cultural residue,” remains a manner of analysis that relies on the 
detailed investigation of the materiality of a manuscript.9 Erik Kwakkel, 
in his work ‘Decoding the Material Book,’ argues how “book design may 
relate manuscripts to their milieu of production, readers, and manner 
of use,” as evidenced by various features, such as size, layout, script, 
and writing support.10 Although Kwakkel’s discussion is based on the 
reading and writing practices of various male “social groups,” such as 
monks or male students within the medieval universities, his research 
suggests that indications toward preferences of style, as presented in 
the physical manuscript, can be extended to any social class involved in 
the production and use of books. Women, whether in court or convent, 
comprise such a group of medieval readers and makers of manuscripts.11 
8 Kwakkel, “Decoding the Material Book,” 60. 
9 James J. John, “Latin Paleography,” in Medieval Studies, an Introduction, ed. James M. 
Powell (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 1992), 3–81; at 5. Kwakkel, “Decoding 
the Material Book,” 60. For a discussion on measuring evidence of use, see Kathryn 
M. Rudy, “Dirty Books: Quantifying Patterns of Use in Medieval Manuscripts Using a 
Densitometer,” Journal of Historians of Netherlandish Art 2 (2010): 1–44. 
10 Kwakkel, “Decoding the Material Book,” 73.
11 Brian Stock defines sections of society as “textual communities” where members were 
unified by their experience of certain texts, such as heretics and reformers. See Stock, 
The Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of Interpretation in the Eleventh and 
Twelfth Centuries (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1983), 90–91.
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What can the “cultural residue” of twelfth-century women’s books 
tell us about the way nuns and noblewomen engaged with reading 
“technologies,” specifically the inclusion or absence of reading aids? 
1. READING AIDS
One of the most significant advancements in book culture to come out 
of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance was the development of reading 
technologies which enhanced the medieval reader’s engagement with 
the text, many of which we still use today.12 Malcolm Parkes describes 
the various features of the manuscript page, spanning a period between 
1100–1425.13 In his study on the presentation of text, Parkes argues 
that the twelfth century witnessed changes to the layout of the page, 
which differed in technique from prose text to verse, and whether the 
text was written in Latin or the vernacular.14 For instance, he notes 
how works of vernacular poetry or romance were presented in a layout 
to emphasize the rhyming structure, most often in a single column 
format.15 In contrast, books in Latin with commentary on biblical texts 
might demonstrate a number of columns with gloss in either a planned 
or random manner.16 
 In addition to special layouts, Parkes points to how decoration and 
script worked in conjunction to present a visual hierarchy used to 
“identify features on the page that are fundamental in the presentation of 
any text.”17 Decoration in the form of illumination, full-page miniatures, 
or highlighted initials could be used as a navigational or finding element, 
allowing “the reader to thumb through the leaves and discover the 
content visually rather than by textual study.”18 These images acted as 
12 Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 74. Bonnie Mak, How the Page Matters (Toronto: 
University of Toronto Press, 2011), 16–17.
13 Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 55. 
14 Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 63.
15 Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 56–59. For an example of a vernacular text in 
single-column format, see Bestiary by Philippe de Thaon, London, BL, Cotton Nero A. v 
(1121–1135).
16 Parkes, “Layout,” 56. For example of planned layout, see Psalter, New York, Pierpont 
Morgan, M 338 (1175–1200).
17 Parkes, “Layout,” 64. See also Cynthia Hahn, “Letter and Spirit, the Power of the 
Letter, the Enlivenment of the Word in Medieval Art,” in Visible Writings: Cultures, Forms, 
Readings, eds. Marija Dalbello and Mary Lewis Shaw (New Brunswick: Rutgers University 
Press, 2011), 55–56, 61.
18 Michael H. Hoeflich and Jasonne M. Grabher, “Normative Legal Texts,” in The History 
of Medieval Canon Law in the Classical Period, 1140–1234: From Gratian to the Decretals of 
Pope Gregory IX, eds. Wilfried Hartmann and Kenneth Pennington (Washington, DC: The 
Catholic University of America Press, 2008), 16. For an example of a miniature marking a 
division of text, see Prayers of St Anselm, Admont, Ms 289 (c. 1160), fols. 34v–35r. 
an “aides-memoire,” which helped the reader follow the structure of a text, 
as well as making certain sections easier to recall or locate.19 
 An integral part to the hierarchy of a page was the emphasis on the 
opening words of a text section.20 Throughout the Middle Ages, headings 
or incipits representing divisions of the text were rubricated, written in red 
ink.21 However, visual cues regarding the start of a new section could also 
be copied in various styles of display script.22 Headings might range from 
uncial to rustic capitals, written in various ink colors, including blue, green, 
and sometimes gold.23 Parkes notes how a secondary level of script would 
be used by scribes for chapters or paragraphs, possibly also highlighted 
with color, while a third level of script size presented sentences or verse.24
 Connected to the levels of script size were initials which stood out from 
the rest of the text, also presented in a hierarchical manner. Known as 
litterae notabiliores, scribes and artists used initials varying in size and 
decoration to mark the primary divisions of a text.25 Enlarged initials, 
possibly inhabited or historiated, indicated the top level of importance 
on the hierarchy of the page.26 Initials might range from ten-line high, 
followed by smaller initials of two- or three-line high, and finally capitals 
in the same size as the script. Any size of initials or capitals could be 
further emphasized by various colors of ink, perhaps alternating in 
colors of blue, red, or green, or in-filled with color, so they would stand 
out to the reader.27 This gradation in size and decoration of initials 
19 Mary Carruthers, The Book of Memory: A Study of Memory in Medieval Culture (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1990), 336.  Jonathan J. G. Alexander, The Decorated Letter 
(New York: G. Braziller, 1978), 16. Also see Frank O. Büttner, The Illuminated Psalter: 
Studies in the Content, Purpose, and Placement of its Images (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004). 
20 Kathryn Rudy discusses the “hierarchy of decoration,” see Piety in Pieces, 25–27.
21 Michelle P. Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscript, A Guide to Technical Terms (Los 
Angeles: J. Paul Getty Museum, 1994), 111.
22 Parkes, Pause and Effect, 303.
23 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, “The Iconicity of Script,” Word & Image: A Journal of Verbal/
Visual Enquiry 27 (2011): 249–261. James J. John, “Latin Paleography,” in Medieval Studies, 
an Introduction; second edition, ed. James M. Powell (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University 
Press, 1992), 3–81. As an example of display scripts and rubrication, see Gospel Book, 
Oxford, Bodl. lat. liturg. f.5 (c. 1050), fol. 14r.
24 Parkes, Pause and Effect, 303; “Layout and Presentation,” 65–66.
25 Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts, 81.
26 L. M. J. Delaissé, “The Importance of Books of Hours for the History of the Medieval 
Book,” in Gatherings in Honor of Dorothy E. Miner, eds. U. McCracken, L. Randall, and 
R. H. Randall Jr. (Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, 1974), 203–225. Also see Amelia 
Grounds, “The Pavement Hours; an Evolution of a Manuscript,” in Design and Distribution 
of Late Medieval Manuscripts in England, eds. Margaret Connolly and Linne R. Mooney 
(Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2008), 118–138.
27 Stanford University, “Global Currents,” https://globalcurrents.stanford.edu/discovery/
visual-hierarchy (accessed 11 December 2017). Brown, Understanding Illuminated 
Manuscripts, 81. Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 65. An example of varying levels of 
initials, see Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 510 Helmst. (1150–1200).
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and capitals depended on the level of text structure they were meant 
to indicate.28 For example, in twelfth-century psalter books belonging 
to women we find that each Psalm is marked by large initials, often 
highly decorated according to the prominent divisions, and the verses 
indicated by a smaller capital in various colors of ink.29 This will be 
discussed further below. 
 Parkes also observes how during the twelfth century, scribes began 
to incorporate other features useful for navigating the manuscript in a 
more efficient manner. Depending on the use of the book, these might 
include running titles, content tables, chapter headings or numbers, 
and other marginal notations which functioned as finding aids.30 
For instance, running titles (running headings), were placed at the 
top margin of a folia to “help the reader find the different parts of a 
manuscript.”31 If the content of the manuscript was meant to be read 
aloud during mealtimes, an occurrence that happened in both the court 
and convent, or at monastic chapter meeting, for example, finding aids 
would enable a non-continuous style of reading. Chapter headings and 
numbers were useful for selective reading, providing an easy manner 
of retrieval of specific content.32 Richard Gameson notes how, in the 
Gospel Book of Margaret of Scotland (c. 1050), “the headings do help 
the reader to navigate around the book (functioning like running 
headings); moreover, their inclusion reflects the fact that the individual 
passages were designed to be read independently, and not continuously 
28 The use of miniatures, incipits and explicits, along with varying size of initials, was already 
evident in manuscripts from the late tenth to eleventh centuries. See Daniel Sheerin, “The 
Liturgy,” in Medieval Latin: An Introduction and Bibliographical Guide, eds. Frank Mantello 
and A. G. Rigg (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 1996), 157–
182. Technical signs are part of a tradition reaching back to the sixth century. See Mariken 
Teeuwen, The Vocabulary of Intellectual Life in the Middle Ages (Turnhout: Brepols, 2003), 
229. For more on initials and rubrication, see Geoff Rector, “An Illustrious Vernacular: 
The Psalter en romanz in Twelfth-Century England,” in Language and Culture in Medieval 
Britain: The French of England, c. 1100–c. 1500, ed. Jocelyn Wogan-Browne (York: York 
Medieval Press, 2009), 198–206. Also, Mildred Budny, “Assembly Marks in the Vivian 
Bible and Scribal, Editorial, and Organizational Marks in Medieval Books,” in Making the 
Medieval Book: Techniques of Production, ed. Linda L. Brownrigg (Los Altos, CA: Anderson-
Lovelace, 1995), 199–240. Noelle Phillips, “Seeing Red: Reading Rubrication in Oxford, 
Corpus Christi College MS 201’s Piers Plowman,” The Chaucer Review 47.4 (2013): 439–464.
29 For example of Psalm divisions, see Psalter, Amiens, BM, ms. 19 (1170–1185).
30 Parkes, “Layout and Presentation,” 57. Mary A. Rouse and Richard H. Rouse, Authentic 
Witnesses: Approaches to Medieval Texts and Manuscripts (Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1991).
31 Brown, Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts, 111. Also, Winfried Rudolf, “The Addition 
and Use of Running Titles in Manuscripts Containing Old English,” New Medieval 
Literatures 13 (2011): 49–97.
32 For an example of chapter heading or number, see Sermons, Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. 
Guelf. 480 Helmst. (1150–1200).
and sequentially.”33 The addition of a table of contents listing each book 
and/or section would facilitate not only the reader, but perhaps the 
librarian of a convent as well.34 
 Both Parkes and Paul Saenger discuss in their studies on the history 
of punctuation the various marginal notations used by a reader to 
follow the structure of the page such as signes-de-renvoi, used to connect 
a commentary or correction to the main text, or the paraph/paragraph 
mark, closely related to the run-over symbol, each employed to signal 
a break or extension in the text.35 According to Parkes, “signes-de-renvoi 
indicate where an omitted passage subsequently copied in the margins 
of a manuscript should be restored in the text. In some texts, for 
example in a collection of homilies, they are also placed on either side 
of the passage to be omitted in the liturgy, in order to indicate to the 
reader where to resume.”36 Futher, Saenger points out how “notes for 
the identification of citations, tie notes, and musical notation” supplied 
an extra level of information to guide the reader.37 For example, citation 
marks presented in the margins of the manuscript typically indicated 
biblical passages meant to be brought to the reader’s attention. As 
Bernard Bischoff, Patrick McGurk, and others have argued, a mark 
known as a “diple” was used as a citation symbol since the early Middle 
Ages, signaling a reference to scripture.38 These marks came to represent 
direct speech or quotations, placed either in the outer margin or directly 
in front of the text line. From the above discussion, we learn that many 
of these paratextual signs perform various functions, simultaneously 
acting as punctuation and as reading aids, providing cues to the reader 
useful for navigation and organization of the page.
33 Richard Gameson, “The Gospels of Margaret of Scotland and the Literacy of an 
Eleventh-Century Queen,” in Women and the Book: Assessing the Visual Evidence, eds. L. 
Smith and J. Taylor, 151.
34 For an example of a table of contents, see Homilies, Admont, Ms. 62 (fols. 1v–2r).
35 Parkes, Pause and Effect, 305. Saenger uses the terminology “tie notes” to indicate 
commentaries and annotations connected to the main text; Paul Saenger, Space Between 
Words, The Origins of Silent Reading (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1997), 75. Brown, 
Understanding Illuminated Manuscripts, 112. Brown defines the term “Run-Over Symbol” as 
“a decorative device (abstract, foliate, zoomorphic, or anthropomorphic) which indicates 
that the text of a line has been carried over to occupy the remainder of the line above or 
below, a space that would otherwise have been left blank.”
36 Parkes, Pause and Effect, 290, no. 2.
37 Saenger, Space Between Words, 71.
38 Bernhard Bischoff, Latin Palaeography, Antiquity and the Middle Ages, trans. Dáibhí Ó 
Cróinín and David Ganz (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1990), 172; Patrick 
McGurk, “Citation Marks in Early Latin Manuscripts,” Scriptorium 15 (1961): 3–13. 
Raymond Clemens and Timothy Graham, Introduction to Manuscript Studies (Ithaca: 
Cornell University Press, 2007), 86–87. For an example of citation marks, see Homilies, 
Admont, Ms. 62 (fol. 179r). 
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1.1 settings and use of reading aids
Expanding upon Parkes’ research, Mary and Richard Rouse, Teresa 
Webber, Susan L’Engle, and other scholars have argued that the 
inclusion of reading aids within a manuscript can indicate the context in 
which it was used.39 In her study on monastic reading in the refectory, 
Webber points to instances where manuscripts used for daily reading 
were marked in a paratextual manner. Marginal annotations, headings, 
or other finding aids indicated to the reader what and where he or she 
was to begin the weekly reading during the Office, collation, or while in 
the refectory. L’Engle and the Rouses have shown how many of these 
same elements became characteristic of manuscripts used for classroom 
reading, especially at the universities toward the end of the twelfth and 
the beginning of the thirteenth century.40 
 The variety of genre and format of books read by women during the 
twelfth century are a reflection of their use, and vice versa. As discussed 
in chapter two, nuns and noblewomen shared reading preferences in 
genres such as history, saints’ lives, and even poetry, yet these books 
were used in different ways.41 Within the convent during the twelfth 
century, nuns participated in a daily interaction with books, whether 
as part of the Mass, Divine Office, reading during chapter, refectory, 
for education, or private devotion.42 Depending on the order of 
39 Malcolm B. Parkes, “The Influence of the Concepts of Ordinatio and Compilatio on the 
Development of the Book,” in Scribes, Scripts and Readers: Studies in the Communication, 
Presentation and Dissemination of Medieval Texts, ed. Malcolm B. Parkes (London: 
Hambledon, 1991), 35–70; Parkes, Their Hands Before our Eyes: A Closer Look at Scribes 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2008), 133. Mary A. Rouse and Richard Rouse, “Statim invenire: 
School, Preachers, and New Attitudes to the Page,” in Authentic Witnesses: Approaches 
to Medieval Texts and Manuscripts (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1991) 
191–219. Teresa Webber, “Reading in the Refectory: Monastic Practice in England, c. 
1000–c. 1300,” London University Annual John Coffin Memorial Palaeography Lecture, 
18 February 2010 (Cambridge, Trinity College, revised 2013), http://www.academia.
edu/9489001/Reading_in_the_Refectory_Monastic_Practice_in_England_c._1000-c.1300 
(accessed 11 December 2017). Susan L’Engle, “The Pro-Active Reader: Learning to Learn 
the Law,” in Medieval Manuscripts, Their Makers and Users: A Special Issue in Honor of Richard 
and Mary Rouse (Turnhout: Brepols, 2001), 51–75. 
40 Rouse and Rouse, “Statim invenire,” 192. The need for reading aids used for organizing 
texts was introduced in the cathedral schools of the twelfth century by monastic and 
scholastic writers such as Hugh of St Victor, Rupert of Deutz, and Peter Lombard; See 
G. R. Evans, Old Arts and New Theology; The Beginnings of Theology as an Academic Discipline 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 41–44. 
41 Rachel Fulton, “Praying with Anselm at Admont: A Meditation on Practice,” Speculum 
81 (2006): 700–733, at 718–719. Fulton specifically considers medieval women’s “physical 
exercise of using the book,” taking into account factors such as where and when a 
woman may have read books (use), whether it was read by a community or an individual 
(audience), and how she held the book while reading (size/format).
42 Green, Women Readers in the Middle Ages, 12.
monastic rule that was followed, various cycles of reading were specified 
according to the liturgical year. The Rule of St Benedict designated 
certain texts to be read at Mass, the daily round of offices, and during 
chapter and mealtime, which nuns performed in a similar manner as 
monks.43 A cycle of reading the Psalms, beginning with the Night Office 
on Sundays, was completed weekly through the hours of the Divine 
Office and divided according to monastic use.44 This division required 
a manner of marking the text for the reader to follow. Specific Psalms 
were read at certain cannonical hours, some Psalms were particular 
to feast days. Andrew Hughes provides an in-depth discussion on the 
way readings during the Mass and Divine Office were connected to 
specific Bible or Gospel texts, along with sermons, read according to the 
liturgical year.45 These daily and weekly readings were supplemented 
by works of vitae for specific feast days. The use of reading aids, such as 
rubrics, headings or titles, chapter designation (use of roman numerals), 
or marks of annotation within the books used for these communal and 
devotional reading contexts would aid in the navigation of the page and 
act as finding elements for selective reading. 
 Amongst the various roles women held while living in a convent, 
the cantrix was responsible for leading the choir in chants performed 
in conjunction with the daily liturgy. Often, her job also included 
arranging the weekly readings, and appointing a nun to read- aloud 
to the community, beginning on Sundays.46 At Admont during the 
twelfth century, nuns held their own daily chapter meetings “under the 
leadership of the magistra,” and as noted by their abbot Irimbert (1172–
1176), some of the nuns were allowed to preach to their community if 
he was unavailable for the daily sermon.47 
43 Penelope D. Johnson, Equal in Monastic Profession: Religious Women in Medieval France 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1991), 134. 
44 Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony: St Pancras in Hamersleben (Wiesbaden: 
Harrasowitz, 2004), 123.
45 Andrew Hughes, Medieval Manuscripts for Mass and Divine Office (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1982), 50. 
46 Webber, “Reading in the Refectory,” 6. Anne Bagnall Yardley, “The Musical Education 
of Young Girls in Medieval English Nunneries,” in Young Choristers, 650–1700, eds. Susan 
Boynton and Eric N. Rice (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2008), 49–67, esp. 57. Yardley 
notes the role of the weekly reader was known as the (h)ebdomadaria. Also, Wybren 
Scheepsma, Medieval Religious Women in the Low Countries: The Modern Devotion, The 
Canonesses of Windesheim, and Their Writings, David F. Johnson, trans. (Woodbridge: The 
Boydell Press, 2004), 72. 
47 Alison I. Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration between the Sexes in the Twelfth-
Century Scriptorium,” in Monks, Nuns, Saints, and Outcasts, eds. Sharon Farmer and 
Barbara H. Rosenwein (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2000), 61.
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 The reading practice of noblewomen at court has been primarily 
defined as a communal endeavor, where “courtly ladies” were deemed 
as an audience to be entertained.48 Books of romance or history would be 
read aloud, either as a group or during mealtimes, which closely mirrorred 
the reading practices of the convent.49 Francoise Le Saux writes,
In addition to the contents of the manuscripts, an indication 
as to the reception of the Roman de Brut may be found in 
their layout and marginal inscriptions. More specifically, 
the areas of interest of the manuscript planners (and hence, 
of the intended readership of the manuscripts themselves) 
may be deduced from the themes and passages highlighted 
by the presence of a couloured capital letter in the text, and, 
in certain cases, by nota bene signs in the margins included 
from the inception of the copying project.50
 However, there are many instances where noblewomen engaged in 
private reading, using their personal psalter in their private chapel, 
during Mass, and daily prayers. Further, as Green points out, “the 
kemenâte or women’s chamber” may have been a further space where 
they could read in private.51 This setting is evidenced in the description 
given by Geffrei Gaimar in his Estoire des Engleis of his patron, Constance 
FitzGilbert, as reading her book in her chamber.52 Since noblewomen’s 
private, daily reading of psalters and prayerbooks was not directed 
by the monastic office, and often read in an individual manner, 
noblewomen may have needed an “extra” level of navigation for their 
reading practice, which varying types of paratextual aids could provide.
48 Dennis H. Green, Medieval Listening and Reading: The Primary Reception of German 
Literature 800–1300 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 74. Also, Keith 
Sidwell, Reading Medieval Latin (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 243. 
49 Roberta L. Krueger, Women Readers and the Ideology of Gender in Old French Verse Romance 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 1–31 and 250. 
50 Françoise Le Saux, “Thirteenth-Century England: A Study of Some Anglo-Norman 
Manuscripts of Wace’s Roman de Brut,” in The Reception of Matter in Britain, in Thirteenth 
Century England X: Proceedings of the Durham Conference, eds. Michael Prestwich, R. H. 
Britnell, and Robin Frame (Woodbridge: The Boydell Press, 2003), 133.
51 Green, Women Readers, 12. Also, Susan M. Johns, Noblewomen, Aristocracy and Power in 
the Twelfth-Century Norman Realm (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003), 37. 
52 Ferrante, Glory of Her Sex, 111–112.
 For example, in the letter Anselm sent to Countess Matilda of 
Tuscany, which accompanied his Orationes et Meditationes (c. 1104), he 
advised an approach to the text which did not overwhelm the reader.53 
To this end, within the prologue to the prayers Anselm notes that he 
has used paragraphs to help break up the text.54 Anselm writes, [the 
prayers] “are arranged so that by reading them the mind may be stirred 
up either to the love or fear of God, or to a consideration of both, so they 
should not be read cursorily or quickly, but little by little, with attention 
and deep meditation.”55 Although in a similar manner to the practice 
of lectio divina, but with a shift to affective prayer, the manuscript made 
for Matilda (now lost) presented a manner of organizing the text which 
indicated to the reader when to pause and reflect.56 These “signposts” 
would have further facilitated a way to quickly find passages Matilda 
wanted to return to, selectively reading sections because they “stirred 
the mind.”57
 Exactly how Anselm envisioned the layout of the text, and what 
manner the scribe used to divide the prayers we can only theorize. Otto 
Pächt contends that the manuscript made for Countess Matilda included 
images, which earlier versions of the same prayers Anselm wrote for his 
monks did not.58 However, owing to the loss of the original manuscript 
sent to Matilda, it is only possible to speculate if the images were used as 
53 Epistolae, “A Letter from Anselm, archbishop of Canterbury to Matilda of Tuscany,” 
https://epistolae.ccnmtl.columbia.edu/letter/236.html (accessed 11 December 2017).
54 Gillian R. Evans, Anselm (London: Continuum, 1989), 28. Anselm of Canterbury, The 
Prayers and Meditations of St Anselm, with the Proslogion, trans. and intro. Sister Benedicta 
Ward, S. L. G., fwd. R. W. Southern (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1973). For more 
on paragraph signs, see Teeuwen, The Vocabulary of Intellectual Life, 229.
55 Evans, Anselm, 28. Anselm of Canterbury, The Prayers and Meditations of St Anselm, 89.
56 Since this original manuscript is lost, we can only theorize how Anselm meant the text 
to be “arranged” in sections for Matilda’s reading. The earliest surviving copy of the text 
sent to Matilda, Admont Ms. 289, was likely made for the nuns at Nonnberg (Salzburg). 
See Dorothy M. Shepard, “Conventual Use of St. Anselm’s Prayers and Meditations,” 
Rutgers Art Review, IX–X, (1988–89): 1–16, at 3. Since this manuscript was produced for 
a different context of audience and use, it is possible that the choices on whether or not 
to follow the structure in the exemplar (possibly Matilda’s manuscript) were made by 
the scribe, patron, or intended audience of Nonnberg, even possibly the abbess, Diemut 
(1117–1139), who is portrayed in a miniature. 
57 Anselm of Canterbury, The Prayers and Meditations of St Anselm, 89.
58 Otto Pächt, “The Illustrations of St. Anselm’s Prayers and Meditations,” Journal of the 
Warburg and Courtauld Institutes 19 (1956): 68–83. Also see Alexa Sand, Vision, Devotion, and 
Self-Representation in Late Medieval Art (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 
109–110. Sand notes that the manuscript made for Matilda was produced in Lyon, while 
Anselm was in exile. Thus, the inclusion of images may have been made by the scribe who 
was commissioned to produce a manuscript for a woman of high social, economic, and 
pious status; or this may have been at Anselm’s request as an added way to mark sections 
for reading.
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an extra level for devotional focus outside a monastic setting, or further 
functioned as reading aids used to separate the prayers into selective 
segments for reading.59 
2. READING AIDS IN MANUSCRIPTS BELONGING TO NUNS
In the above section I have referenced a number of features under an 
umbrella definition of “reading aids” as designated by various studies on 
the codicological features of medieval manuscripts. Research has shown 
that genre, language, and composition (prose or verse) of a text shaped 
the physical layout of a manuscript, as well as influenced the choices in 
reading aids. Thus, to help the reader follow the structure of the text, a 
scribe might employ a hierarchy of decoration, initials, styles and sizes 
of script, and use of color, to mark divisions of sections and emphasize 
passages or verse. Content tables, chapter headings, and running titles 
added a finding element to the manuscript, while marginal notations 
emphasized portions where extra attention was required by the reader. 
Based on this scholarship of reading “technologies,” I have focused on 
ten prominent features which show us how books were used during the 
twelfth century, specifically looking to the presence or absence of these 
elements used as reading aids within women’s books in the court and 
convent during the twelfth century.60 
 The following section will demonstrate based on the manuscript 
evidence a number of examples as to how the physical books made for 
and made by nuns included reading technologies and how these aids 
worked to help guide the readers. I focus on sermon manuscripts from 
twelfth-century women’s monastic communities primarily because they 
were a genre read by nuns during Mass, chapter, or refectory, as well 
as during the personal hours of reading by nuns in their cell or another 
private area.61 Further, many of these manuscripts, representing either 
sermons, homilies, commentaries, tractates, or exegesis, were copied by 
59 It is possible that there may have been other features used to separate the text, owing 
to the fact the paragrah(us) could refer to division by theme, chapter, as well as smaller 
sections of text. See Parkes, Pause and Effect, 305.
60 Kwakkel uses a set of twelve features to investigate manuscripts used in a classroom 
context, such as a “holster book” format. While these features are useful to look for 
amongst a specific set of teaching texts, I have modified these criteria to reflect the features 
found within books for liturgy and devotional reading: psalter books and sermons. 
61 D. H. Green in his study regarding nuns’ practice of reading sermons as private 
devotional books, albeit in the centuries following our period of investigation, Green 
writes, “written sermons appeal to addressees other than spoken ones: they are meant for 
reading, whether reading aloud to others in the monastic refectory or devotional reading 
in the monk’s cell.” Dennis H. Green, Medieval Listening and Reading: The Primary Reception 
of German Literature 800–1300. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 152.
nuns working as scribes within a convent.62 Taking these parameters 
into account, I look for the presence or absence of the ten features listed 
below to show trends or patterns of reading aids found in manuscripts 
used by women.
 The majority of extant manuscript evidence of sermon books 
belonging to women’s monastic communities comes from the 
German regions, including what is now Austria and Switzerland.63 My 
investigation is built upon the work of Alison Beach, specifically her 
codicological account of sermon manuscripts copied by nuns during the 
twelfth century from three monastic houses within the German region 
of Bavaria: Wessobrunn, Admont, and Schäftlarn.64 Beach provides 
a basis for understanding the physical features of the manuscripts 
made by nuns at these convent scriptoria such as size, quire structure, 
and layout, as well as identification of female scribes working in these 
communities. My research adds an examination of the presence or 
absence of paratextual features, specifically focusing on reading aids 
both organizational and navigational in use.65  
 To this end, I have examined in situ, eighteen sermon manuscripts 
datable to the second half of the twelfth century from three women’s 
monastic communities located in the German regions; nine from Admont 
(osb), four from Schäftlarn (oprem.), and five sermon books from the 
women’s community at the abbey of St Adrian in Lamspringe (osb), 
located in the region of Saxony.66 I also include research derived from 
the digital copy of the sermon collection held in Frankfurt am Main, 
62 For more on the scholarly nuances in terminology regarding medieval sermons, homilies, 
tractates, commentaries, etc., see Nikolaus M. Häring, “Commentary and Hermeneutics,” 
in Renaissance and Renewal in the Twelfth Century, eds. Robert Louis Benson, Giles Constable, 
Carol Dana Lanham, and Charles Homer Haskins (New York: Meridian Books, 1957), 
173 n. 1, and 174. In this study, I use the term “sermons” as an umbrella definiton to 
designate various works of exegesis as defined by Häring and as described on the Harvard 
College website, “A History of Medieval Christian Preaching as Seen in the Manuscripts of 
Houghton Library,” eds. Beverly Mayne Kienzle, and John Zaleski, http://hcl.harvard.edu/
libraries/houghton/collections/early_manuscripts/preaching/ (accessed 11 November 2017).
63 We can point to one or two surviving examples from England or France, such as the 
sermon book made by a twelfth-century female scribe from Nunnaminster. See P. R. 
Robinson, “A Twelfth-Century Scriptrix from Nunnaminster,” in Of the Making of Books: 
Medieval Manuscripts, their Scribes and Readers: Essays presented to M. B. Parkes, eds. P. R. 
Robinson and Rivkah Zim (Aldershot: Scholar Press, 1997), 73–93.
64 I specifically look at the sermon collections of the monastic houses of Admont and 
Schäftlarn in Bavaria, and Lamspringe in Saxony. 
65 Weston, “The Spirit of the Page,” 63–73. 
66 I have excluded the manuscripts from Wessobrunn, owing to their earlier date of production, 
and instead included manuscripts from Lamspringe which were made in relatively the same 
time period as those at Admont and Schäftlarn. I did not consult the Vorau manuscript. For a full 
discussion of the Wessobrunn manuscripts along with the Admont and Schäftlarn manuscripts, 
see Beach, Women as Scribes. For a catalog description of the manuscipts from Lamspringe, 
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known as the Guda Homiliary.67 The following table shows the presence 
or absence of reading aids in sermon books from twelfth-century 
women’s communities in Bavaria, Saxony, and the middle-Rhine region.
READING AIDS
 1. Rubrics 6. Running titles
 2. Litterae notabiliores 7. Citation marks (diples)
 3. Content table 8. Run-over symbols
 4. Chapter headings 9. Signes-de-renvoi
 5. Paraph/Paragraphus marks 10. Chapter numbers
taBle 1: sermon manusCripts
see Helmar Härtel, Geschrieben und Gemalt, Gelehrte Biicheraus Frauenhand. Eine Klosterbibliothek 
sächsicher Benediktinerinnen des 12 Jahrhunderts (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2006). The manuscript 
shelfmarks are as follows: Admont Stiftsbibliothek Ms. 650; Admont Ms. 651; Admont Ms. 682; 
Admont Ms. 16; Admont Ms. 17; Admont Ms. 62; Admont Ms. 58; Admont Ms. 73; Admont 
Ms. 455; Wolfenbüttel, HAB Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst.; Cod. Guelf. 718 Helmst.; Cod. Guelf. 
723 Helmst.; Cod. Guelf, 903 Helmst.; Cod. Guelf. 943 Helmst.; Cod. Guelf. 1030 Helmst.; 
Münich, BSB, Clm 17053; BSB, Clm 17052; BSB, Clm 17054; BSB, Clm 17087; Frankfurt am 
Main, Stadts- und Universitatsbibliotek, MS Barth 42. The Manuscript held a t Wolfenbüttel, 
HAB Cod. Guelf. 723 Helmst. is fully digitized at http://diglib.hab.de/mss/723-helmst/start.
htm?image=00001 (accessed 11 December 2017). Also fully digitized is the manuscript held 
at Frankfurt am Main, Stadts- und Universitatsbibliotek, MS Barth 42 at http://sammlungen.
ub.uni-frankfurt.de/msma/content/titleinfo/3644538 (accessed 11 Decemeber 2017). 
67 Frankfurt am Main, Stadts- und Universitatsbibliotek, MS Barth 42. Scholarship utilizing digital 
repositories has become a fruitful area for inquiry, as evidenced by the numerous sites available 
with full or partially digitised manuscripts. See Matthew James Driscoll and Elena Pierazzo, 
“Introduction: Old Wine in New Bottles?” in Digital Scholarly Editing: Theories and Practices, eds. 
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68 Bruno of Asti (c. 1048–1123), abbot of Montecassino and Bishop of Segni.
2.1 oVerVieW
The table above shows that in convent scriptoria during the second 
half of the twelfth century, specifically from Germanic regions, sermon 
manuscripts made by women in monastic communities demonstrate a 
common use of established parartextual features that acted as signposts 
to the reader. All of the books utilize rubrication for highlighting 
sentences or as in-filled letters, along with a hierarchy of initials which 
signal new sections, paragraphs, or sentences. Added to this, the 
majority of these sermon books also include some form of rubricated 
chapter or section title. However, only four of the manuscripts include 
a content table (chapter list) as a tool to aid the reader: two codices 
from Admont have a content table at the beginning of the manuscript. 
The other two instances derive from sermon books belonging to the 
nuns of Lamspringe. One manuscript contains the works of Bede and 
Paschasius, which has a content list provided before the start of chapter 
one.69 The other content table is found in a manuscript copy of the 93 
Sermons of Augustine.70
 Also significant is the lack of running titles in any of the manuscripts. 
This would suggest a trend within these German convent scriptoria 
toward a presentation of the page where tools for navigation of the whole 
codex, assisting in a manner of selective reading, was not necessary, or at 
least not yet a prevalent feature at this time. Other paratextual features 
are present, however, including the use of citation marks, and various 
symbols employed as signes-de-renvoi, guiding the reader from the main 
text, to notes in the margin, and back again. The following section will 
highlight these instances as found in the manuscript evidence.
ADMONT
Beginning with the extant twelfth-century manuscripts from the 
Benedictine abbey in Admont, out of the nine sermon books belonging 
to the convent library, as reconstructed by Beach, six were copied whole 
or in part by the nuns themselves during the period from 1140–1200: 
Admont Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 650(a), Ms. 651, Ms. 682, Ms. 16, and Ms. 
17.71 The other three manuscripts, Admont Ms. 58, Ms. 62, and Ms. 73, 
were part of the convent library during the twelfth century, but have not 
been paleographically identified to a specific nun’s hand from this period.72
69 Admont 58 and Admont 62; Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 1030 Helmst.
70 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Gulef. 204 Helmst.
71 Also, Vorau, Stiftsbibliothek Ms 163. Vorau is one of the “draft manuscripts” of 
Irimbert’s Sermons. 
72 Beach, Women as Scribes, 80. 
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 As the table above shows, the long-established marks for the division 
of the text, such as rubrics and litterae notabilioris, are present in all of 
the Admont sermon manuscripts, while other reading aids, like content 
tables, useful for finding selections of the text, are present in only two 
instances. The dimensions of the sermon manuscripts are also revealing, 
varying between hand-held size to display formats. The reason for this 
could be related to the way a number of the sermon manuscripts at 
Admont came into production, as well as connected to their intended use.
 Mentioned in the previous chapter, the nuns at Admont sometime 
between c. 1140 and c. 1150 made the decision to copy down the 
sermons of Irimbert, a member of the monastic community who later 
became their abbot (1172–1176). The nuns began this endeavor by 
transcribing Irimbert’s words as he preached, likely on wax tablets, 
followed by producing manuscript copies.73 Whether the motivation 
for the transcription was to eventually create a presentation volume 
is unknown. We do know that the first copies of Irimbert’s sermons 
were produced as independent booklets sometime in the 1140s, about 
a decade before the final presentation manuscripts were made.74 Thus, 
four of the manuscripts, Admont Ms. 650, Ms. 651, Ms. 682, and Vorau 
Ms. 163, represent “draft” versions of Irimbert’s sermons; preperatory 
copies used as the exemplars for the presentation volumes, Admont 
Ms. 16 and Ms. 17.75 Beach describes the manuscripts as being copied 
quickly with frequent hand changes, and attributes their small format 
of production in the form of independent quires as evidence of efficient 
collaboration between the nuns working together in the convent 
scriptorium, and perhaps with monks as well.76 Each independent 
booklet would have been shaped by choices made by the scribe(s) or 
73 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 63. Irimbert preached sermons to another 
community of nuns at St George Langsee, c. 1140.
74 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 63–65. Admont Ms. 651 and Admont Ms. 
682 include Irimbert’s commentary on Kings; Admont Ms. 650 is Irimbert’s commentary 
on Ruth and Judges, along with and anonymous commentary on Exodus. See Beach, 
Women as Scribes, 93–94. For more on the production of booklets, see P. R. Robinson, 
“The ‘Booklet’, A Self-Contained Unit in Composite Manuscripts,” Codicologica, 3 Essais 
typologiques, eds. A. Gruys and J. P. Gumbert (Leiden: Brill, 1980), 46–70. 
75 I only discuss the three manuscripts I viewed in situ at Admont. For more on the 
codicology of the fourth manuscript, Vorau, Stiftsbibliothek Ms. 163, see Beach, Women 
as Scribes, 91–92.
76 Beach describes Admont Ms. 650 as made up of three booklets copied by two scribes: 
booklet 1) Irmingart: Irimbert’s commentary on Ruth, fols. 1v–25r; booklet 2) Irmingart 
and Regilind: Irimbert’s commentary on Judges 19–21, fols. 26r–55r; booklet 3) Irmingart: 
Anonymous commentary on Exodus, fols. 56r–64r. See Beach, “Claustration and 
Collaboration,” 66; Women as Scribes, 94.
rubricator, the influence of the author Irimbert, as well as the intended 
use of the independent works.77
 Moreover, the early copies, which were rough and small in format, 
might have lost their usefulness upon completion of the final presentation 
volumes. Beach notes that the final versions of the sermon manuscripts 
were held in the convent library.78 This suggests there would be a 
redundancy in keeping, and using, the earlier versions. However, when 
the booklets were combined into composite manuscripts at a later date, 
their consolidation would have given the early versions a new format 
for future use, perhaps as books for individual reading during the 
period of Lent, as required by the Rule of Benedict.79 Thus, it becomes 
possible that further paratextual features were added by the compiler, 
rubricator, or a reader.
 What “cultural residue” of this production can be witnessed in the 
manuscripts themselves? More specifically, what reading aids were 
employed in these sermon books, and how did they guide the female 
reader?80 In the manuscript of Irimbert’s commentary on Ruth and 
Judges, Admont Ms 650, Beach identifies two scribal hands: the nuns 
Irmingart and Regilind.81 In this manuscript, navigation of the page is 
aided by rubricated headings, indicating the beginnings of each lectio or 
expositio, and further emphasized with three- and four-line-high initials 
in red, often two stacked one above the other, making them appear even 
larger on the page. (Fig. 31) These are followed by two-line-high and 
script-size capital letters, some in-filled with touches of red ink marking 
certain sentences.
77 According to Irimbert, the transcription of his preaching was undertaken by the nuns 
without his knowledge. Although during his time as abbot, Irimbert further acknowledges 
there were two nuns who worked as his assistant scribes. In the prologue to 4 Kings: “I was 
refreshed thoroughly by the liberality of the aforementioned sisters, since they appointed 
me two sisters free from every occupation, who continually and diligently transcribed my 
spoken words onto tablets,” see Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 63. 
78 Beach, Women as Scribes, 98. 
79 Beach, “Claustration and Collaboration,” 65. St Benedict, The Rule of Benedict, ed. and 
trans. Bruce L. Venarde (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2011), 42.
80 Alison I. Beach, “The Multiform Grace of the Holy Spirit: Salvation History and the 
Book of Ruth at Twelfth-Century Admont,” in Manuscripts and Monastic Culture, Reform 
and Renewal in Twelfth-Century Germany, ed. Alison I. Beach (Turhout: Brepols, 2007), 125–
137, at 128. Beach comments on the style of Irimbert’s work, noting it “follows classical 
homiletic style…[providing] a lemma (a short passage of Scripture), always following the 
sequence of the biblical text, and an explication of this text.” 
81 Beach, Women as Scribes, 94; Beach, “Claustration,” 64.
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Figure 31: Commentary on Ruth, Admont Ms. 650 (1140–1149), fols. 1v-2r. Fol. 1v,
(top) rubricated heading and stacked initials.
 There are no miniatures or decorated initials within this manuscript; 
however, in booklets one and three, the scribe Irmingart employs a 
decorative layout, either in an hourglass shape or staggered format 
(alternating or overlapping position). (Fig. 32) These decorative 
elements indicated to the reader the end of the chapter, as well as 
signaling the end of a quire.
Figure 32: Admont Stiftsbibliothek, Ms. 650 (c. 1140).                                                     
Left, hourglass layout, fol. 63r. Right, staggered layout, fols. 63v–64r.
 Various other reading aids have been added to the margins in red 
ink. For example, a symbol in the form of a paraph mark is used to 
indicate a reference to an external source.82 (Fig. 33) Citation marks 
represented by an s-shaped diple, used to indicated passages of biblical 
text, are primarily found along the outside margin connected to a 
symbol within the text line, acting as a signes-de-renvoi.
82 Admont, Ms. 650 fol. 13v: In this case, Paschasius Radbertus, De corpore et sanguine 
domini.
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Figure 33: Irimbert’s Commentary on Ruth, Admont Ms. 650 (1140–1150). Left, fol. 13v, 
paraph symbol in upper left margin; Right, fol. 16r, diples in red ink along right margin. 
 Whether the rubrication was done during the initial booklet production 
by each scribe, such as Irmingart or Regilind, for instance, or within the 
period the booklets were brought together is harder to determine. It is 
possible that once the individual versions were compiled, further finding 
aids were needed to manage the larger amount of text within the book, 
thus resulting in two different stages of paratextual additions.
 Similar choices of reading aids including varying size of initials, 
rubricated headings, and paraph symbols indicating the sections of each 
sermon are found in Admont Ms. 682, a composite manuscript which 
consists of fourteen different sermon texts, bringing together Irimbert’s 
commentaries on Ruth and Judges with his commentary on 1 Kings, 
along with anonymous commentaries on various books of the Bible. 
The hands of Regilind and Irmingart are found in a number of quires, 
along with nine other scribal hands of nuns, sometimes two scribes 
working on the same quire.83 This level of collaboration would require 
agreement on choices made during the production of this manuscript 
to create a cohesive style, including ruling and script.
83 Beach, Women as Scribes, 95.
 Other decisions, however, such as use of paratextual features, do not 
reflect any consistent manner. For example, in the beginning quires 
(fols. 1v–29v, quires 1–4), a paraph symbol indicating to the reader a 
beginning of a new subject or section of the sermon was placed in the 
margins, written in red ink. (Fig. 34) This paratextual feature is not 
found in the rest of the manuscript. Use of citation marks (diples) are 
found throughout the book as indication of scriptural text, some copied 
in the same black ink as the main text, often directly on top of pricking 
holes visible in the left margin, while others are copied in red ink placed 
at the beginning of lines. This would suggest two stages in the addition 
of reading aids, where the female copyist and/or reader added needed 
features to facilitate their use of the manuscript. Once again, there are 
no images or decorative features. This tells us that added decoration was 
not part of the collaborative effort, which was aimed at quick production, 
but that other reading aids were seen as necessary to navigate the text. 
Figure 34: Commentary on Ruth, Admont Ms. 682, fol. 17v. Left margin: Paraph symbol 
in red ink indicating a sermon section. Citation marks in black ink.
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 In Admont Ms. 651, Beach has identified eight scribes, again some 
working independently on quires, others working collaboratively within 
the same quire. Similar reading aids as in the other two draft versions 
are present in this manuscript. Rubricated headings in various levels of 
script size and initials designate the sermon headings. For example, in 
the quires copied by Regilind (fols. 87r–116r: quires 12–15), four-line-
high stacked initials in red introduce beginnings of sections, with two-
line-high capitals which stand out in the left bounding line. (Fig. 35) 
Regilind ends her work with a similar staggered pattern as Irmingart 
did in Admont Ms. 650, but less elaborate and un-highlighted. (Fig. 36)
Figure 35:  Admont Ms. 651, fol. 87r. Rubricated title and stacked initials.
Figure 36: Admont Ms. 651, fol. 116r. Staggered layout.
 The draft versions of Irimbert’s sermons would seem to portray a 
“trial test” regarding which paratextual features would be placed in the 
final versions.84 Each of the booklets employ different types of reading 
aids, many of which were used in the final volumes in some form. In the 
presentation manuscripts, Admont 16 and 17, copied by three scribes, 
Irmingart, Regilind, and Nun-Scribe A, large initials stacked one above 
the other in red ink are found at the beginning of sections throughout 
the book, in-filled capitals signal sentences, citation marks in red are 
placed at the beginning of lines, and the use of decorative layout is 
used to signal the end of a section. (Figs. 37 and 38) In addition, and 
not found in the early copies, are historiated initials used to mark the 
beginning of sermon sections.85 
84 Beach comments on how the content was “fixed” by the completion of these early 
recensions. Beach, Women as Scribes, 103.
85 Initial with Irimbert holding a book, which starts the sermon on the book of 2 Kings, 
Admont Ms 16, pg. 526. These two manuscripts were paginated at a post-medieval date.
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Figure 37: Sermons, Admont Ms. 16 (c. 1170), pg. 326; Hourglass layout
Figure 38:  Sermons, Admont Ms 17 (c. 1170), pg. 72;  
Inhabited initial, rubricated titles in display script.
 What the evidence from these five sermon manuscripts shows is that 
while working in collaboration, creating both exemplar and final copy, 
the scribes paid attention to the layout, placing their text in such a 
manner that initials and rubrication could be added to aid the reader in 
the navigation of the page. Yet, it was the scribe with the red pen who 
was responsible for adding the various reading aids. Some folia retain 
guide letters, which remain in the margins, meant to help the rubricator. 
Frequent in all of these manuscripts, enlarged stacked initials in red 
signal to the reader the start of sections, which are further delineated 
with an incipit, or a heading of each lectio. These (rubricated) titles are 
copied in a hierarchy of script, from display in uncial or rustica, finally 
leading into the script of the main text. Moreover, what these examples 
show is that while the scribes did employ various reading aids, both 
organizational and navigational in use, they continually used the well-
established features such as rubrication, litterae notabiliores, and citation 
marks over other features, such as running titles or content tables. The 
Admont nuns were aware of these features, as content tables were included 
in two sermon books discussed below, yet even in the presentation 
volumes, which are carefully produced and highly decorated, reading 
aids such as tables or running headings were not included. 
 In the making of the final copies of Irimbert’s sermons, considerable 
time, effort, and parchment were spent on the project. The number 
of sermons and homilies that were part of the nuns’ book collection at 
Admont is indicitive of the importance this genre held in respect to the 
nuns’ reading needs. Perhaps this preference was related to their role 
in preaching to the women’s community.86 This aspect of women taking 
on a part of the liturgy usually enacted by men brings us to the final 
highlighted examples of reading aids from two manuscripts of homilies 
belonging to the nuns of Admont, Mss. 58 and 62. In her paleographical 
study of these manuscripts, Beach was unable to attribute a scribal hand 
from within the convent, but the inclusion of images of a nun holding 
a book, or in a posture of preaching, placed above the chapter tables at 
the beginning of both manuscripts strongly suggest that these codices 
were definitely used, and very possibly, copied by the nuns.87 
 Admont 58 and 62 are datable to the period when Irimbert was abbot 
(1172–1176), and contain homilies for use during feast days.88 Stephan 
Borgehammar notes how these homilies have been ascribed to the work of 
86 Hildegard of Bingen is also known for preaching to a congregation, either her own 
community or while she traveled. 
87 Beach, Women as Scribes, 73. Images of these manuscripts are found in chapter four of 
this dissertation.
88 Beach, Women as Scribes, 70.
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Gottfried, abbot of Admont from 1137–1165, or in some descriptions, the 
work of Irimbert.89 Yet, as Borgehammar argues, it is very possible that 
the homilies could have been the work of the nuns themselves, as authors 
and scribes.90 This offers the possibility that while planning the production 
of the manuscript, the nuns chose to include a table of contents at the 
beginning of each book, which would have provided a quick indication 
and finding aid for the reader. For example, in Admont Ms. 62, the index 
begins with Sermones in adventus along with the first line of the homily, 
which matches to the first section title, Sacrosanctum tempus Dominici 
Adventus.91 Each homily is further signaled by historiated initials, the use of 
display script, and written in alternating red and black ink. (Fig. 39)
Figure 39: Homilies for Feast Days, Admont Ms. 62 (1172–1176);                                                    
Left, table of contents, fol. 1v; Right, corresponding rubricated heading with initial, fol. 3r.
89 Stephan Borgehammar, “Who Wrote the Admont Sermon Corpus – Gottfried the 
Abbot, his Brother Irimbert, or the Nuns?” in De l’homélie au sermon: Histoire de la prédication 
médiévale, eds. Jacqueline Hamesse and Xavier Hermand (Louvain-la-Neuve: l’Institut 
d’Études Médiévales: Textes, Études, Congres 14, 1993), 47–51.
90 Borgehammer, “Admont Sermon Corpus,” 48. Beach, Women as Scribes, 73.
91 Abbot Gottfried of Admont, “Sermons on the First Sunday of Advent,” in Patrologia 
cursus completus: sive Bibliotheca universalis, ed. J. P. Migne (Paris: 1854), 2. 
 The second homily book, Admont Ms. 58, employs a combination of 
the features that have already been discussed, such as a content table, 
inhabited initials marking the beginning of homilies, rubrication and 
varying script size, enlarged stacked initials in red, in-filled capitals, and 
decorative layout indicating the end of sections. (Figs. 40 and 41)
Figure 40: Admont Ms. 58, Homilies for Feast Days (c. 1172–1176);
left, Chapter table, fol. 1r; right, Inhabited initial, fol. 3r.
Figure 41:  Admont Ms. 58, fol. 8v: Staggered layout.
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 From the evidence presented we can conclude that within the sermon 
books, reading aids such as rubrication, decoration, litterae notabilioris, 
headings, citation marks, content tables, and even paraph marks were 
salient features familiar to the nuns of Admont, yet their various use 
demonstrates the choices made by the scribe(s), rubricator, illustrator, 
and intended audience in each manuscript production. 
SCHÄFTLARN
Remaining in Bavaria during the late twelfth century, but stemming 
from a different monastic order, are the manuscripts produced by 
female scribes at Schäftlarn, a Premonstratensian double community 
of cannonesses and canons. The number of sermon books known to 
be copied by female members of the community is significant due to 
the limited opportunity for reading afforded to the cannonesses; both 
professed and lay-sisters. Beach has discussed how the education of 
women in the Premonstratensian order was not encouraged, and 
specifically the monastic rule followed at Schäftlarn required the 
enclosure of professed women, stating that “reading was intentionally 
restricted in the women’s enclosure, with the range of texts available 
strictly limited.”92 Yet, during the forty-year period between 1160–
1200, especially under the direction of Prior Henry of Schäftlarn, extant 
evidence remains of four sermon books, copied by two women from 
the community, with a fifth manuscript that is now lost.93 Identified 
by both colophon and signature, the scribe Sofia was responsible for a 
three-volume collection of Augustine’s Ennarationes in Psalmos (v. 3 lost), 
as well as a copy of Augustine’s commentary on the Gospel of John. A 
single volume of homilies on the Gospels and Epistles was copied by 
Irmingart, a professed sister, also named in a colophon.94 
 Table 1 shows that all the sermon manuscripts copied by these two 
scribes from Schäftlarn have rubrics, litterae notabilioris, and chapter 
titles, while none of the manuscripts include content tables or running 
titles, nor do they include any extensive decoration or images. In the 
manuscript copy of homilies on the Gospels and Epistles, Clm. 17087, 
the majority of which was copied by Irmingart, the beginning of each 
92 Beach, Women as Scribes, 115 and 117.
93 Augustine, Commentary on the Psalms (1–50), Münich, BSB, Clm. 17052 (c. 1160–1162); 
Augustine, Commentary on the Psalms (51–100), BSB, Clm. 17053 (c. 1160); Augustine, 
Commentary on the Gospel of John, Clm. 17054 (c. 1160–1200); Homilies on the epistles and 
Gospels, BSB, Clm. 17087 (1160–1200).
94 Beach, Women as Scribes, 120–126. Sophia (Sofia) and Irmingart also copied other texts, 
discussed in chapter three.
lectio is presented in a rubricated script, with large initials placed 
adjacent to the title.95 (Fig. 42) A reader could locate a specific section 
with relative ease using this combination of reading aids which introduce 
each homily in the form of a short title signaled by large initials.
 However, in this case we know that a separate scribe, the monk 
Adalbertus, who guided manuscript production at Schäftlarn, added 
titles, made corrections, as well as provided an exemplum hand for the 
nun-scribes to follow.96 Due to the possibility that the female community 
did not have access to the library, and consequently never used the 
manuscripts they copied, these sermon books represent manuscripts 
made by women, but not for women. What was the remaining “culture 
residue” of the choices made by a female scribe that can be seen in 
sermon manuscripts from Schäftlarn?
 The only decorative feature added by a female scribe was a colophon 
placed by Irmingart, unique in the fact that it was in a cruciform shape.97 
Although Sophia (Sofia) and Irmingart were not responsible for the 
addition of titles or initials, they were aware that these features were to 
be inserted later by the rubricator, placing their copy in a manner which 
allowed for large initials and display scripts. The layout of the page was 
a choice made in the early stages of production, in a period of planning 
which the female scribes were likely not a part of, due to their position 
within the community as either enclosed sister or conversa, yet they were 
educated and skilled in understanding the established presentation of 
a manuscript page. Their ability in copying from an exemplar is also 
reflected in the small number of corrections.  
LAMSPRINGE
Occurring within the same time frame of the second half of the twelfth 
century, yet farther north in the German region of Lower Saxony, nuns 
at the Benedictine convent of Lamspringe were also busy producing 
manuscripts. In his catalog of the surviving books from the convent’s 
library, now held at Wolfenbüttel, Helmar Härtel has suggested there 
was an active scriptorium within the convent, responsible for copying 
at least nine manuscripts during the middle of the twelfth century (c. 
1130–1178).98 An unnamed scriptrix, who worked in collaboration with 
95 “Adalbertus copied the first column of text.” Beach, Women as Scribes, 124.
96 Both Sofia and Irmingart worked in some form of collaboration with the scribe 
Adalbertus from the male community. Adalbertus was responsible for adding titles and 
corrections. See Beach, Women as Scribes, 124.
97 See image in chapter three.
98 Helmar Härtel, Geschriben und Gemalt, Gelehrte Bücher aus Frauenhand (Wiesbaden: 
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other nuns (Scriptrix-gruppe), is considered to have been involved in the 
copying of possibly six out of the twenty manuscripts which survive 
from the twelfth century, four of them sermon books.99 
 We also know from a colophon that the nun Ermengarde was the 
scribe of at least one sermon manuscript, and has been suggested as 
the rubricator, as well as illustrator, in three other books that were part 
of the convent library during the period where Judith was prioress.100 
Owing to this attribution, we can assess the choices Ermengarde 
employed in the production of manuscripts in regard to reading aids. 
Except for a column of text provided by a master scribe as an exemplum 
hand, possibly from nearby Hamersleben, Ermengarde was responsible 
for copying the majority of Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst.; a manuscript 
containing sermons of Augustine, dated between 1178–1191.101 This 
manuscript begins with a chapter table, introducing the sermon content. 
This feature would help the reader locate a specific section within the 
large number of texts included in this book.102 A large, eight-line-high 
inhabited initial on fol. 3v begins the sermon text, with a rubricated 
title presented in red and green ink. This is followed by smaller initials 
in red placed throughout the text, used to indicate the beginning of 
sections. Two other sermon books, where Ermengarde is suggested 
as the rubricator and illustrator, but not the main scribe, also include 
similar rubrication and decorated initials.103 What stands out from this 
assessment is that none of the sermon books from Lamspringe have 
running titles, and only two have a chapter list. This indicates that in the 
convent use of these manuscripts, the need for an indexing feature for 
finding a section quickly was not a priority, yet organizing the text into 
sections which were clearly indicated with color, decoration, and varying 
script size was deemed valuable to the female scribe and female reader.
Harrassowitz, 2006). There are twenty-three extant manuscripts from the convent library 
at Lamspringe, twenty from the twelfth century. I have viewed eight manuscripts in situ 
(Cod. Guelf. 204, 718, 447, 510, 903, 943, 1030, 1034), and one manuscript online (Cod. 
Guelf. 723).
99 Härtel, Geschriben und Gemalt, 21. A colophon exists for “Scriptrix,” as discussed in 
chapter three.
100 Aliza Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, 161. Manuscripts decorated by 
Ermengarde from the period under the direction of Provost Gerhard and Prioress Judith, 
c. 1178–1210: Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 204 Helmst., Cod. Guelf. 475 Helmst., 
Cod. Guelf. 480 Helmst., and Cod. Guelf. 903 Helmst.. 
101 Härtel, Geschrieben und Gemalt, 33. This manuscript has a colophon for Ermengarde. 
During this period, there was also a scribe named Oldegarde at Lamspringe, her 
manuscripts have not been identified.
102 For a list of the contents, see Härtel, Geschrieben, 33.
103 Wolfenbüttel, HAB, Cod. Guelf. 903 Helmst., fol. 75v; Cod. Guelf. 480 Helmst., fol. 27r.
GUDA MANUSCRIPT
The final sermon manuscript considered here was made in the second 
half of the century by a nun from an unknown women’s monastic 
community in the middle-Rhine region: Frankfurt am Main, Stadt- 
und Universitatsbibliothek MS Barth 42. Owing to a colophon in the 
form of an inhabited initial, the scribe and illustrator of this manuscript 
is identified as the nun Guda.104 As scribe, illustrator, and rubricator, 
Guda’s role in planning the layout of the manuscript is reflected in how 
she used various reading aids to guide the reader, likely other nuns 
from her community.105 Each homily, or omelia, is marked by a large 
initial in red, four- to five-lines high, placed with a rubricated title which 
indicates the part of the liturgical cycle it pertains to, such as “Feria vi” 
or “Dominica iii Post Octavum Pasche.” The opening lines of the homily 
are “sandwiched” between these two features, indicating to the reader a 
new section of the text. (Fig. 42)
Figure 42: Homilies for Temporal days, MS Barth 42, fol. 7v (detail).
 Other instances of sermon sections are simply marked by a two-line-
high initial with a short rubric, such as “Explicit primus. Incipit secundus,” 
and so forth. Because each homily was introduced in a various manner, 
104 Discussed in chapter three of this study.
105 The format is in two columns instead of the single column manner seen in previous 
examples.
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the reader could locate a specific section with relative ease. Guda further 
marked her text with run-over symbols used in a number of instances 
to signal a line extension. However, she did not employ other features 
such as a content table, like the ones included in homilies from Admont 
or Lamspringe, running titles, or even citation marks.106 This suggests 
that the rubrics and gradated initials were sufficient reading aids, or 
at least the most familiar, to this female scribe from the middle-Rhine 
region of Germany.
 The examples taken from sermon manuscripts copied and used by 
nuns and canonnesses in the German regions during the second half of 
the twelfth century demonstrate that the use of paratextual features in 
sermon books read by women continually reflect an established visual 
hierarchy, such as rubricated headings, literae notabilioris, as well as 
decoration in the form of images or layout. However, this continued focus 
on long-standing reading aids which are organizational in manner does 
not indicate that other paratextual features were unknown by female 
readers or scribes. A use of reading aids that marked a marginal addition 
to the text are represented by paraph marks, signes-de-renvoi, run-over 
symbols, and citation marks. The composition of all the elements together 
provided a way for a reader to navigate the text in an efficient manner.
3. READING AIDS IN MANUSCRIPTS BELONGING TO 
NOBLEWOMEN
To provide an assessment of the reading aids found in the manuscripts 
used by noblewomen, I focus on the prominent genre of psalter books. 
It is important to consider that the significant number of extant psalter 
manuscripts belonging to noblewomen from the twelfth century may 
be a consequence of their rich decoration, which likely influenced the 
rate of survival. The psalter was often presented as a gift to queens and 
countesses, and thus, were made in a luxury manner befitting the status 
of the recipient.107 
 In this section, focus is placed on the inclusion of reading aids in 
the psalter books made for and used by women at court, specifically 
the portion of the manuscript that contains the 150 Psalms.108 Here, I 
examine nine Psalters, three of which belonged to queens, each dated 
106 This manuscript has later additions of chapter marks (capitulum) added in red. For 
example, see fol. 124v.
107 Discussed previously in chapter two. Arnoud-Jan A. Bijsterveld, Do ut des; Gift Giving, 
Memoria, and Conflict in Medieval Low Countries (Hilversum: Verloren, 2007), 34–35.
108 I exclude sections such as Calendar, Litany, or prayers.
within the twelfth century.109 Utilizing digital facsimiles available from 
various cultural heritage institutions, this section of research is based on 
full digital facsimiles provided by online repositories. Although access to 
the material object will always produce the most comprehensive form of 
manuscript research, codicological observations can be made utilizing 
the high-resolution images, sometimes at a detail that the human eye 
cannot accomplish.110 The following will discuss how noblewomen’s 
reading of the Psalms was guided by the presence or absence of the 
same ten reading aids.
1. Rubrics
2. Litterae notabiliores








109 Manuscripts: London, BL, Lansdowne MS 383 and BL, Egerton MS 1139; Baltimore, 
Walters Art Gallery, W. 10; New York, Pierpont Morgan Library, MS M.338; Amiens, 
BM, MS. 19; Den Haag, KB, ms 76 F 13; Chantilly, Museé Condé, Ms. 9; Paris, Arsenal, 
MS. fr. 1186; Copenhagen, KB, GKS 1606 40; Florence, Bibl. Riccardiana, ms. 323.  
110 Martin K. Foys, “Medieval Manuscripts: Media Archaeology and the Digital Incunable,” 
in The Medieval Manuscript Book: Cultural Approaches, eds. Michael Johnston and Michael 
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3.1 oVerVieW
During the Middle Ages, most psalter manuscripts followed a similar 
pattern, or sequence, of texts. The 150 Psalms were typically preceded 
by a calendar, and followed by various prayers, canticles, and litanies. 
Some manuscripts included a cycle of prefatory images, which added a 
visual devotional element connected to the written text. This pattern of 
arrangement within a psalter book would have been familiar to female 
readers in both court and convent.
 As Table 2 shows, all but two manuscripts used by women at court 
have some type of rubrication (sometimes in gold letters rather than red) 
signaling to the reader the opening words of the text, providing a visual 
marker which aided in navigating the 150 Psalms. Common to psalters 
from the Middle Ages is a per cola et commata arrangement which placed 
each Psalm and verse on a new line with a highlighted initial.111 Saenger 
describes this feature as a “contextual space in which each line represented 
a phrase, clause, or sentence.”112 This was a method of structured line-
division which dates back to the work of Jerome.113 The table shows that 
all of the psalters under examination include litterae notabiliores, varying 
size of initials used to indicate to the reader a new section, whether 
Psalm or verse. The table further shows that other reading aids, for 
example, running titles or chapter tables, never appear. This absence 
suggests that these two features were not necessary in a psalter book, 
perhaps because the 150 Psalms were always copied in sequential order. 
Yet finding Psalms that addressed specific reading needs, such as the 
Penitential Psalms, was aided by features such as rubrication, varying 
size of initials, and decoration in the form of miniatures, and thus could 
be read in a selective manner.114 Out of the nine psalters, there is only 
one manuscript that does not follow the per cola et commata arrangement, 
the Psalter made for Laurette d’Alsace, in which the Psalms are instead 
accompanied by gloss in a planned layout.115
 Since the early Middle Ages, the inclusion of a large, sometimes 
decorated, initial to mark the beginnings of important Psalms was a 
common feature used as a way of structuring the text. Until the early 
thirteenth century, the Psalms were known by their opening lines rather 
Van Dussen (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 119-139. 
111 Psalters used by nuns: The St Alban’s Psalter is in per cola et commata format, but the 
Claricia Psalter is not.
112 Saenger, Space Between Words, 16.
113 Parkes, Pause and Effect, 62.
114 Seven Penitential Psalms: Pss. 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, and 143.
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than numbers as we are familiar with today.116 Variations in dividing the 
150 Psalms within a psalter manuscript were based according to context 
(monastic or secular), such as the liturgical or eightfold division used in 
the practice of the Divine Office. A threefold division, usually at Psalms 
1, 51, and 101, represents an early manner, and instances of fivefold 
or even tenfold divisions occur in psalters used in a secular milieu.117 
Most often these divisions would begin with an illustration or decorated 
initial indicating this sequence.118 Thus, in the majority of psalters from 
the twelfth century, used by women and men alike, the beginning of 
Psalm 1 often included a highly decorated, or even historiated, initial 
B for Beatus vir, “Blessed is the man.” This would act as the first signal 
of textual demarcation, and therefore represented a first level of 
navigational aid within psalter books.119  The following section will more 
closely examine four examples from the above table, highlighting the 
reading aids found in these psalters used by noblewomen, ranging in 
time from the beginning to the end of the twelfth century, and located 
in England, Germany, and France.
ENGLAND
As an example of women’s books utilizing reading aids, I begin with 
earliest extant psalter within my corpus, known as the Shaftesbury 
Psalter (c. 1135).120 Produced in England, the manuscript has been 
variously identified by scholars as belonging to either Abbess Emma of 
Shaftesbury, or to Adeliza, queen of England (d. 1151).121 The wording 
of the prayers which indicate a female reader, along with the inclusion of 
115 Psalter, New York, Pierpont Morgan, MS M. 338.
116 For more on the development of numbering of chapter and verse in Biblical texts, 
such as the Psalms or Gospels, see Frans van Liere, An Introduction to the Medieval Bible 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014), 43–45.
117 Elizabeth Solopova, “The Liturgical Psalter in Medieval Europe,” in Jewish and Christian 
Approaches to the Psalms: Conflict and Convergence, ed. Susan Gillingham (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2013), 92–94. Also see “Celebrating the Liturgy’s Books,” http://www.
columbia.edu/itc/music/manuscripts/psalter.html (accessed 11 December 2017).
118 Eightfold division: Ps 1, Ps 26, Ps 38, Ps 52, Ps 68, Ps 80, Ps 97, Ps 109. See van Liere, 
Medieval Bible, 30. Stella Panayotova, “The Illustrated Psalter, Luxury and Practical Use,” 
in The Practice of the Bible in the Middle Ages: Production, Reception, and Performance in Western 
Christianity, eds. Susan Boynton and Diane J. Reilly (New York: Columbia University 
Press, 2011), 250.
119 The numbering of the Psalms in the Latin Vulgate and Hebrew Bible differ at Psalm 
9, where the Hebrew version separates the Psalm into two sections, and therefore adds a 
number to the following sequence.
120 Psalter, London, BL, MS Lansdowne 383 (1135). Date given in the British Library 
catalog. For ease of discussion, I use the alternate titles these psalters are more often 
known by, such as “Shaftesbury Psalter” or “Laurette Psalter.”
121 See chapter two of this study for more on attribution of ownership. I follow the 
two separate images in the manuscript of a woman at prayer, have fueled 
the debate regarding ownership. The first representation is found with 
the prefatory cycle image of Christ in Majesty, where a woman is placed 
at the lower margin, just outside the framed miniature (fol. 14v). In the 
second image, a woman prays to the enthroned Virgin (fol. 159v). It is 
likely these images represent the female patron and reader, whether 
abbess or queen. Following the calendar and the prefatory cycle, the 
Psalms begin with a large Beatus initial for Psalm 1, in this case historiated 
and full page on a purple background (fol. 15v). The main text of Psalm 
1 does not begin until fol. 17r, and starts in the middle of verse one.122 
From this point on, the text follows a regular arrangement in a per cola 
and commata style following a tenfold division. Two other historiated 
initials, with rubricated incipit in red or blue, are found signaling the 
beginnings of Psalm 51 (fol. 57r), the most important of the Penitential 
Psalms, and Psalm 109 (fol. 108r).123 The rest of the Psalms are marked 
by two-line-high to four-line-high decorated initials, the larger initials 
indicating Psalms that are part of the tenfold division. Following a 
per cola et commata format, the scribe of the Shaftesbury Psalter used 
colored capitals in red, green, blue, or purple, aligned to the left margin 
bounding line. Each capital corresponds to a verse which “presented a 
clear, distinct unit for recognition and understanding.”124 The cola et 
commata layout of text required the scribe to fit the verses so that each 
began on a new line, which sometimes ran over. To solve this, the scribe 
placed the “extra” text on a line above that had free space, marked by 
a run-over symbol to guide the reader to the appropriate place on the 
page. (Fig. 43) In the Shaftesbury Psalter, this symbol is presented in the 
style of a paraph mark acting as a line-extender which guided the reader 
to the connected text. This feature is copied in various colors, such as 
red, green, or blue to catch the reader’s attention. Thus, the layout, 
rubrication, decorated initials, capitals in varying size and color, and 
the run-over symbols presented the female reader of the Shaftesbury 
Psalter with various reading aids, both organizational and navigational 
which would have shaped her reading practice.
argument that it was used by Adeliza.
122 Immediately following the Beatus initial, fol. 16r begins with a prayer for the Adoration 
of the Cross.
123 A final historiated initial corresponds to a prayer (f. 159v).
124 George H. Brown, “The Psalms as the Foundation of Anglo-Saxon Learning,” in The 
Place of the Psalms in the Intellectual Culture of the Middle Ages, ed. Nancy E. Van Deusen 
(New York: SUNY Press, 1999), 9. Brown is discussing the Vespasian Psalter. See also, 
Paul Saenger, Space Between Words: The Origins of Silent Reading (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 1997). Rebecca R. Harrison, “A Structural Arrangement of Text to 
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Figure 43: Psalter, MS Lansdowne 383 (1135); Run-over symbol in blue and red, f. 49r.
GERMANY
As a second example, this time made specifically for the use of a 
noblewoman, we can look to the Helmarshausen Psalter.125 Produced 
in Germany during the middle of the century, dated by Cohen-Mushlin 
to 1120–1160 owing to its connection to the court of Henry the Lion 
and its scribe Herimann, a monk from Helmarhausen.126 The psalter 
is small in format, 115mm x 65mm (about the size of an iPhone 4) and 
includes an image of a noblewoman (fol. 6v), variously identified as a 
relative of Henry.127 Following the standard structure of a psalter book, 
it includes a calendar, followed by the Psalms, canticles, prayers, and 
litany. The division of the Psalms begins with an elaborately decorated 
Beatus initial (fol. 7r) which immediately follows the full-page image of 
the noblewoman. Reading aids include full-page miniatures at the three 
main divisions of Psalms 1, 51, and 101, with an added image marking 
Psalm 109.128 This simple division suggests that the scribe was aware of 
Facilitate Reading,” The Classical Journal 102, (2007): 291–303. 
125 Psalter, Baltimore, Walters Art Gallery, W. 10 (c. 1160). http://www.thedigitalwalters.
org/Data/WaltersManuscripts/html/W10/
126 The scribe was the same as the Helmarshausen Gospel Book, Los Angeles, The Getty 
Museum, Ms. Ludwig II 3, (1120–1140). See Cohen-Mushlin, Scriptoria in Medieval Saxony, 147.
127 See chapter two of this study.
128 Psalm 109 (first Psalm sung at Sunday vespers), is the eighth section in an eightfold 
division. Psalms 148 and 150 were used for Laudes (from the opening lines of the Psalms). 
an intended use outside of monastic or liturgical needs. Psalms other 
than those four signaled by miniatures, are indicated with two-line high 
decorated initials in green, blue, red, and gold. (Fig. 44) Added to this, 
the first words of each Psalm are written in Rustica capital script, along 
with the rubricated abbreviation for “Psalmus Davidus.”
Figure 44: Helmarshausen Psalter, Walters Art Gallery, W. 10 (1160), fol. 8v. Line 9; 
Decorated initial, rustica script, rubricated abbreviation, and run-over symbols.
 This manuscript was also copied in the per cola et commata arrangement, 
with verse initials placed at the beginning of each line in gold letters with 
red highlighting.129 Of interest to this study is the scribe’s use of a run-
over symbol in the same manner as found in the Shaftesbury Psalter. 
(Fig. 45) Again, this reading aid is in the form of a paraph mark, and 
is used to indicate a line extension, not a new section. When the scribe 
could not fit the text neatly into the cola et commata format, the text was 
placed in the empty space available in lines above, with the run-over 
symbol to aid the reader in following the text. Use of this feature in both 
these manuscripts from two different origins of production tells us that 
it was a familiar aid to female readers.
Various readings for Ferial liturgical days versus Festal liturgical days.
129 Emma Hornby, Medieval Liturgical Chant and Patristic Exegesis: Words and Music in the 
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Figure 45: Helmarshausen Psalter, fol. 17v. Run-over symbols in red.
FRANCE
As an example of reading aids in a psalter from twelfth-century France, 
we can look to the Fécamp Psalter.130 Produced in the Normandy 
region in c. 1180, this psalter was made for a noblewoman, recently 
identified as Eleanor of Aquitaine.131 Although made toward the end of 
the century, this manuscript still reflects the traditional demarcations 
we have seen in the previous psalters. Highly decorated, including 
the prefatory cycle, the Fécamp Psalter has twenty-seven full-page 
miniatures (with several missing according to the catalog description). 
The Beatus initial begins the Psalms on fol. 29r, and is placed opposite 
Second-Mode Tracts (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2009), 27. 
130 Psalter, The Hague, KB, 76 F 13 (c. 1180).
131 Adelaide Bennett, “The Transformation of the Gothic Psalter in Thirteenth-Century 
France,” in The Illuminated Psalter: Studies in the Content, Purpose, and Placement of its Images, 
a full-page miniature of a woman at prayer, perhaps representing the 
patron of the manuscript. The Psalm division is of the tenfold manner, 
with historiated initials signaling the beginnings to Pss 1, 26, 38, 50, 
51, 52, 68, 80, 101, and 109.132 The rest of the Psalms are marked by 
smaller, decorated initials. Again, we see the use of per cola et commata 
format, with each verse beginning with an initial in gold, placed in the 
bounding line. Yet this scribe did not need to employ marks to signal 
a line extension, as the text fits neatly, using as many lines as necessary 
to complete the verse. In addition, this manuscript includes two further 
navigational aids. First, longer rubricated titles introduce the major 
divisions and roman numerals indicate the number of the Psalm. For 
example, the image below (Fig. 46) shows roman numerals indicating 
Psalm 38, and at Psalm 50, the roman numeral L is found at the end 
of the Psalm heading.133 The inclusion of these features would have 
facilitated the noblewoman in her devotional reading, guiding her to 
quickly find a specific Psalm, and shows that women were aware of the 
developing numbering system and how to use it.
Figure 46: The Hague, KB, 76 F 13 (c. 1180) left; Rubricated Psalm heading with roman 
numeral, fol. 62v, right; Rubricated Psalm heading with roman numeral, fol. 73v.
ed. Frank O. Büttner (Turnhout: Brepols, 2004), 212. 
132 Catalog description, http://manuscripts.kb.nl/show/manuscript/76+F+13 (accessed 11 
December 2017). Also, Andrew Hughes, Medieval Manuscripts for Mass and Office: A Guide to 
their Organization and Use (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1995), 225. Hughes notes 
that Psalm 97 is typically in this sequence. However, the Fécamp Psalter does not include 
this division, and instead includes Psalm 50.
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 As a final example is an extant psalter attributed to the ownership 
of Blanche of Castile, produced during the last decades of the long 
twelfth century, sometime between 1225–1235. Patricia Stirnemann 
notes this psalter was likely made for Blanche’s personal use.134 The 
format follows the per cola et commata arrangement, with verse initials 
alternating in blue and gold. There are only a few instances where the 
scribe utilized a run-over symbol in this manuscript; in this case found 
when a rubricated title spilled past the alloted space. (Fig. 47)
Figure 47: Psalter, Paris, Bibl. Arsenal, Ms. 1186, fol. 103r;
Run-over symbol at last line in blue.
 This psalter follows a tenfold division of the Psalms, utilizing 
historiated initials to signal the beginnings of Pss., 1, 26, 38, 51, 52, 68, 
80, 97, 101, and 109.135 The Beatus initial is a full-page miniature, with 
text in the border decoration, on fol. 30v. Each of the ten Psalm divisions 
133 Psalm 50: “Miserere mei, Deus: secundum magnum misericordiam tuam.”
134 Psalter, Paris, Bibliotheque de l’Arsenal, Ms. 1186 (1225–1235). 
is preceeded by an historiated initial, with the rest of the Psalms marked 
by three-line-high decorated initals in red and blue, some with gold 
illumination. Significant is the image of a noblewoman at prayer in a 
miniature placed at Psalm 101 (fol. 122v), possibly indicating a Psalm she 
specifically found valuable. As Blanche read her psalter, these physical 
features would have been useful to manage the text, each Psalm and 
verse clearly indicated.
 These four examples of psalter manuscripts demonstrate the 
continued use of established features such as decoration, rubrication, and 
litterae notabilioris, meant to demarcate Psalms by section and verse. These 
features were common to the psalter books made for noblewomen from 
various geographical locations in England, Germany, and France, and 
are present throughout the century. Reading of a psalter within the court 
millieu was both part of public attendance at Mass, and private, individual 
devotional practice.136 The presence of historiated or decorated initials 
at the beginnings of the major Psalm divisions, which functioned as a 
reading aid, shows that images were used beyond their devotional, or 
even aesthetic aspect, adding to the visual hierarchy which aided a reading 
practice in a selective manner. The high-level of decoration in the initals 
show the luxury production of a manuscript made for women of noble 
ranking. The skill of the scribe and illustrator, however, varies greatly. 
The number of examples of psalters that do not have run-over symbols 
attests to the skill of the scribe in planning, layout, and scribal ability, 
and also points to the care taken to make a psalter book for a woman 
of aristocratic standing. However, a scribe’s use of run-over symbol as 
reading aid suggests it was familiar to female readers and did not present 
a hinderance to reading and understanding of the text.
 As the above examples show, the division and manner of signaling 
each Psalm remained variable; where each psalter book was produced 
with an attention to different, important sections.137 Although psalters 
made for noblewomen may represent various division sequences, each 
utilized similar reading aids, helpful in guiding the reader according 
to her preferences. Although emulation of monastic convent reading 
practices was common, the needs of the reader in each context differed. 
The addition of reading aids and their placement tells us something 
about the choices made by the scribe and/or patron, based upon the 
intended audience and use of the manuscript.
135 Fols. 51v, 65r, 77r, 77v, 89r, 105v, 120v, 122v, 136v.
136 Reading of the Psalms in court differed from the convent in that it was not “performed” 
by a monastic choir, nor were noblewomen required to read all 150 Psalms every week. 
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4. CONCLUSION
Through codicological investigation we can gain an understanding 
of women’s knowledge of reading aids and their skill in using them. 
Common to both psalters and sermon manuscripts, representing two 
prominent genres of books made for, and made by, women during the 
twelfth century, we find certain well-established features are typically 
present: rubrication and litterae notabilioris, coupled with variation in 
script size, functioned together as reading aids marking divisions within 
the text that guided the reading of a noblewoman or nun. These features 
were often emphasized with decoration which provided an extra level 
of aides-memoire. Miniatures, historiated or inhabited initials, along with 
decorative layout were used by scribes to indicate the beginning and end 
of a text (section), allowing for easy identification and retrieval of specific 
sections according to reading needs, allowing for a selective manner. The 
manuscript evidence presented above shows that in German convents 
located in the regions of Bavaria and Saxony during the second half 
of the twelfth century, sermon manuscripts rarely included content 
tables, and none used running titles. However, the majority of sermon 
books do employ chapter headings which added a finding element to 
the manuscript, while marginal notations emphasized portions where 
extra attention was required by the reader.138 Psalters belonging to 
noblewomen from courts in England, Germany, and France also eschew 
the inclusion of content tables or running titles, yet begin to show a use 
of Psalm numbering. Moreover, connected to each of these manuscripts 
are other signifiers, such as size and layout, each choice based upon 
intended audience, type of content, and skill of the reader.139 
 The ‘long twelfth century’ witnessed a trend toward a selective manner 
of reading.140 In contrast to the practice of lectio divina, or reading a text 
in its entirety, readers began to prefer access to small portions at a time. 
Various paratextual features were used by scribes which allowed the 
reader to locate sections deemed valuable. When making a medieval 
137 Such as the Seven Penitential Psalms. 
138 Erik Kwakkel, “VIDI Project “Turning Over a New Leaf: Manuscript Innovation in 
the Twelfth-Century Renaissance” [2010–2015], hum.leiden.edu/lucas/turning-over-a-
new-leaf/ (accessed February 19, 2017).
139 A consideration of dimensions and heft of a manuscript is a factor. The data shows that 
books used by women during this period were neither small and dainty, nor only large 
in size for communal reading. Women’s books continually reflect dimensions according 
to intended use. 
140 Rachel Fulton, From Judgement to Passion: Devotion to Christ and the Virgin Mary, 800–1200 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2002), 145. Also see Jennifer Anne Weston, “The 
Spirit of the Page; Books and Readers at the Abbey of Fécamp, c. 1000–1200” (PhD Diss., 
Leiden University, 2014), 72–90. 
book, “coordinated metadata such as lists of contents, chapter headings, 
rubrics, decorated and historiated letters separating sections, numbered 
folios, marginal labels, miniature paintings, glosses, and commentaries, 
allowed manuscripts to present heterogeneous material intelligibly.”141 
When a woman looked to commission, patron, or produce a manuscript, 
as Jeffery Hamburger argues, it “required intensive collaboration, not 
only at the level of craft but also in terms of conceptual and financial 
planning.”142 The materiality of a medieval book can reveal the “cultural 
residue” of choices in production which shaped a woman’s reading 
practice. Research on the inclusion of reading aids in medieval women’s 
books, and the use of these aids by women readers, has been hardly 
discussed by scholars. The evidence presented in this chapter provides 
a glimpse into a yet-unexplored perspective on women’s engagement 
with book fluency during the Twelfth-Century Renaissance.
141 Stephen G. Nichols, The Medieval Manuscript Book, Cultural Approaches, 50.
142 Jeffrey F. Hamburger, Crown and Veil: Female Monasticism from the Fifth to the Fifteenth 
Centuries, 70. Also Madeline Caviness, “Hildegard as Designer of the Illustrations of Her 
Work,” in Hildegard of Bingen. The Context of her Thought and Art, eds. Charles Burnett and 
Peter Dronke (London: The Warburg Institute, 1998), 29–62.
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Conclusion
In the late 1970s, Joan Kelly posed a challenge to scholars of history which eventually permeated into the research fields of multiple disciplines: Did women have a Renaissance?  The premise for Kelly’s 
argument focused on the lack of recognition by scholars regarding 
how women’s participation in historical periods should be examined 
as separate from that of men’s, thus calling attention to a need for the 
contributions of women to be considered on their own. In this study, 
I have applied Kelly’s challenge to a period known as the Twelfth-
Century Renaissance, specifically investigating women’s contribution 
to the manuscript culture of this era. The aim of the present research 
was to assess the reading patterns and preferences of women from a 
court or convent milieu during this period by looking at the books 
made for women, made by women, and the reading aids that guided 
women’s reading practice contained within a cross-section of their 
books. In doing so, I demonstrated that twelfth-century women were 
active participants in this renaissance as patrons, scribes, and readers. 
To support this claim, the manuscript evidence I presented shows that 
women were engaged in the dissemination of knowledge using their 
noble and pious status to support the production of manuscripts that 
included both standard and new texts, new genres, as well as promoting 
works written in vernacular languages.
1. WOMEN AND THE WRITTEN WORD
In order to show the breadth of reading preferences indicated by 
noblewomen and nuns’ participation in the manuscript culture of the 
twelfth century, this study has identified the main genres of books they 
read, how they acquired their books, and the manner in which they read 
them. The results of my research suggest that women in these milieus 
were engaged in reading books concerning history, poetry, and of course, 
religious texts. Interesting is their divergence, in that the new genre of 
romance appealed to women at court, where women in a convent setting 
seemed to favor sermons and homilies. Yet, taken together, these results 
indicate that women in both contexts actively acquired the books they 
wanted to read; whether by commission, exchange, or scribal pursuits. 
To support this claim, the material evidence I presented shows women’s 
direct engagement with their books through donor portraits, colophons, 
dedications, feminized forms of Latin, or other physical features, such as 
decoration and paratextual marks. These instances tell us that women 
desired to be remembered for their contribution to book culture.
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richly decorated books from binding to page decoration. These findings 
suggest that women within a court setting were engaged in shaping 
their own reading practice. Further, I showed that the development of 
new genres, as well as works composed in languages other than Latin, 
were two literary aspects new to the twelfth century supported by female 
readers at court. Thus, my research of the books made for noblewomen 
tells us that their contribution to the manuscript culture of this period 
was influential to the shift from Latin to vernacular reading, not only in 
devotional works, but also in new genres meant for entertainment. 
 Likewise, the esteemed position accorded to religious women’s 
continuous pious devotion acted as a form of social currency during the 
Middle Ages, where their prayers were just as valuable and influential as 
the wealth or noble affiliations which their community held. My research 
showed that nuns shared a common interest in reading works of history, 
poetry, similar to noblewomen, as well as the liturgical books necessary 
for daily devotional practice. This shared reading practice is important 
because it presents an awareness by women in both court and convent that 
books were useful not only for religious devotion, but also for education 
and memorial purposes. In chapter three I pointed out that convent 
libraries not only included the books necessary for the celebration of 
the Liturgy, but also a number of books that went beyond their most 
basic devotional needs: examples include Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae 
and De natura rerum (London, British Library, Harley 3099) used for 
education, or books of theological exegesis by near-contemporaries, such 
as Rupert of Deutz, which guided their spiritual development. Nuns 
used manuscript vitae of saints to secure their communities’ connections 
to holy founders. They also corresponded in Latin verse with respected 
members of twelfth-century monastic society, thus displaying a high 
level of literacy. This range of reading practices supports my main thesis 
by demonstrating that women within a convent setting were actively 
partaking in the book culture of the twelfth century, reading books that 
addressed their community’s needs. I further showed that nuns acquired 
the books they deemed valuable through acts of commission, exchange, 
and in certain instances, nuns produced their own books adding to their 
convent book collection. Their role in the production of manuscripts, 
whether as patron or scribe, reinforces my argument that women were 
engaged in the manuscript tradition of the period.
3. BOOKS MADE BY WOMEN
Taking up this thread, in chapter four I addressed the contribution of 
women to manuscript culture during the twelfth century where they 
worked as authors and scribes, which I supported by examples of 
 The corpus of manuscripts I have compiled further reinforces my 
argument that women actively contributed to the production of books 
during the Twelfth-Century Renaissance. My research presents over 
180 extant manuscripts, combined with more than thirty books which 
are now lost or yet unidentified, attributed to women during the twelfth 
century.   The numerous examples of women’s books are important 
because they not only show the varied nature of women’s reading 
practice, but also demonstrate the significant contribution women 
made to twelfth-century book culture. Further, I do not argue that my 
compilation is a definitive account. First, although I have attempted 
to be thorough, there may be manuscripts my research has missed; 
second, it is possible that manuscripts now labeled as “anonymous” 
may be assigned in the future to a female reader or female scribe; and 
third, this study does not include the contribution of women outside 
of Christianity in Western Europe during this period. However, a key 
strength to this dissertation is that this corpus highlights the quantity 
of twelfth-century manuscripts used by women in the court and 
convent, and allows for numerous avenues of future research to better 
understand their role in book history.
2. BOOKS MADE FOR WOMEN
This dissertation began by presenting a historical backdrop of the 
“long twelfth century” to situate how women living within the socio-
economic milieus of court or convent were afforded opportunities 
for the acquisition of literacy. The majority of women’s monastic 
houses in Western Europe during this period were populated by the 
daughters, wives, and widows of noble families, some taking the veil, 
obtaining an education in Latin alongside one another. Building upon 
this foundation of literate women, I demonstrated through examples 
of manuscripts made for noblewomen the range of genres they read 
which revealed an interest in not only the expected devotional works, 
but also in histories, poetry, and romance texts. Noblewomen exhibited 
an ability to read books written in Latin as well as their native language. 
Their attention to reading works of history displayed a desire to affirm a 
dynastic continuity in a memorial manner, and an interest in the “latest 
in reading fashion” represented by romances and works of poetry in the 
vernacular demonstrated women’s influence on change and innovation 
within book culture during this renaissance.
 In each case, I discussed how noblewomen acquired their books, 
showing that they actively attained the books they found valuable to 
read primarily through commission, using their social and economic 
status to support the production of manuscripts; often resulting in 
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while others were still developing. My results indicated that women 
were adept in using conventional aides, such as images and a hierarchy 
of scripts delineating the sections on the page; they were also proficient 
in using features placed in the margins guiding the reader to “extra” 
information. Women’s interaction with the physical object presents 
a valuable contribution to our understanding of how they read their 
books. The fact that both noblewomen and nuns showed a familiarity 
with employing reading aids, which helped the reader navigate the 
page as well as the manuscript as a whole, suggests a selective reading 
practice by women that deserves further scholarly attention.
5. TWELFTH-CENTURY RENAISSANCE
In answer to Kelly’s challenge, throughout this study I have consciously 
pursued a narrative which presents women’s contribution to the book 
culture of the Twelfth-Century Renaissance according to their own 
reading preferences, which in turn shaped their reading practice. 
Instead of looking at a singular person or location, my dissertation 
focused on the books, presenting a corpus of manuscripts attributed 
to the direct engagement of women within a court or convent setting 
during this period. The evidence indicates that women’s contribution to 
the book culture of this period was much more than the “extraordinary” 
accomplishments of a single woman, such as Hildegard of Bingen, or 
the “unique” instances of a female scribe. Further, by categorizing 
the genres which highlight the preferred reading trends by twelfth-
century women within the court or convent, accompanied by how they 
interacted as a reader, my research strengthens our understanding of 
women’s contribution as a whole to the book history of the Twelfth-
Century Renaissance, which could serve as a base for future studies. 
 The manuscript examples have provided an insight into how the 
social and cultural backgrounds of the participants involved shaped the 
choices that went into the physical production of a book. Women’s books 
were not of inferior quality in either production or content, but instead 
show that scribes were given supplies as accorded to the manuscript’s 
use, or the resources of the scriptorium, and not the gender of the reader 
or scribe. Each chapter of this dissertation has built a clearer picture 
of women’s engagement in the book culture of the twelfth century. 
Through compiling a corpus of manuscripts, both surviving and lost, 
my dissertation has aimed to show that women’s contribution to the 
book culture of the twelfth century as a patron, scribe, and reader was 
more substantial to this period’s renaissance than previously believed. 
Women in both court and convent settings found ways to acquire the 
books they wanted to read using their social status and literary skills. 
books made by women. Although there are indeed a few instances of a 
noblewoman authoring a text, the extant evidence comes primarily from 
a convent milieu. This aspect tells us that women in religious communities 
were more inclined to use the resources for manuscript production than 
those in a court setting. Yet, it also confirms a female scribal culture that 
actively participated in the physical creation of books they wanted to 
read. The majority of these scribal centers were located in the regions 
of medieval Germany; however, they are also evident in England and 
the Low Countries, where scribes might be a confessed nun, canoness, 
or lay-sister.  I showed that women worked together on the manual 
production of books for their reading needs; some so respected that 
they received requests for manuscripts from outside their convent walls. 
Teams of female copyists and illuminators existed at the communities 
in Admont, Augsburg, Schäftlarn, Wessobrunn, Lamspringe, and also 
at Bingen and Hohenburg, which tells us that women held the skills 
needed to copy, illustrate, and sometimes bind, a manuscript.
 Indeed, those women who did not have a dedicated scriptorium 
still found ways to adapt their books to reflect their personal reading 
experience through the addition of important memorials within a 
psalter calendar, amending prayers to blank folia or a final quire, or 
changing the text from a masculine Latin reading to one that addressed 
a female reader. This study has therefore raised important questions 
about what constitutes a scriptorium in a women’s community. Catalog 
descriptions are hesitant to say more than “workshop” when describing 
manuscripts copied by more than one female scribe. It is a slight 
difference in definition, but holds a much stronger implication toward 
levels of skill and quantity. Thus, the findings of this dissertation can 
be used for further research on women’s scriptoria during the twelfth 
century, which would expand our knowledge broadly on their role in 
the transmission of manuscript culture, and more precisely, on women’s 
contribution to script development, use of reading aids, and other 
codicological choices made by scribes. 
4. READING AIDS IN WOMEN’S BOOKS
The twelfth century is considered as a foundational period for various 
types of advances in the presentation of the page, which helped the 
reader navigate the physical manuscript, utilizing images, content tables, 
titles, or headings. In the last chapter of this dissertation I showed how 
women used paratextual features within manuscripts by examining a 
cross-section of the most common books owned by both noblewomen 
and nuns: psalters and sermons. I looked for the absence or inclusion of 
ten types of reading aids; some were “standard” by the twelfth century, 
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Appendix:
MANUSCRIPT CORPUS – WOMEN AND 
THE WRITTEN WORD IN THE TWELFTH 
CENTURY
The appendix is organized by repository; each manuscript description 
includes information gathered from library and exhibition catalogs, as 
well as scholarly works, on the following categories:
Repository: Where the Manuscript is kept. 
Shelf Mark: Manuscript identifier.
Date: Approximate date of production.1
Author and/or Work: Attributed author and/or the content within the 
manuscript.
Origin and/or Provenance: If known, where the manuscript was 
produced, and/or who owned the manuscript.
Remarks: Comments on the production or origin of the manuscript.
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1 Date formats are given as follows:
s.xiin: date range 1000-1010
s.xi1: date range 1000-1050
s.ximed: date range 1040-1060
s.xi2: date range 1050-1099
s.xiex: date range 1090-1099
s.xi/xii: date range 1090-1110
s.xiiin: date range 1100-1110
s.xii1: date range 1100-1150
s.xiimed: date range 1140-1160
s.xii2: date range 1150-1199
s.xiiex: date range 1190-1199
s.xii/xiii: date range 1190-1210
s.xiiiin: date range 1200-1210
s.xiii1: date range 1200-1250
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“Pius Diemud 


























Vienna, ÖNB 2739 
(c. 1200).
Prayers employ 
















Belonged to a 
female relative 
(or audience?) at 
court of Henry 
the Lion

































































































of St Victor, 
De institutione 
noviciorum, De 
tribus diebus, and 
De vanitate mundi
CONVENT


















Rupert of Deutz, 
De divinis officiis
CONVENT








































































































c. 1200 Calendar; Psalter CONVENT
Belonged to 
the nuns of 
Lamspringe
Obits of the 
nuns included 
in calendar.























































Jerome and Paul 
on Assumption 
of Virgin 




Made by nuns of 
Lamspringe














































































Made by nuns of 
Wessobrunn

















Song of Songs, with 
gloss (Anselm of 
Laon); Anonymous, 
Commentary on Song 
of Songs; Honorius 
Augustodunensis, 
Expositio on Song of 
Songs; 
Verse: Cantica digna 
thoris caste
CONVENT








































Poeta Saxo, vita 
Karoli; Vita et 
Passio s. Adalberti; 
Juvencus
CONVENT















Made by nuns of 
Lamspringe
































c. 1170 Rolandslied COURT
Made for Matilda 
of Saxony and 
Henry the Lion
Dedicated 

























scribe. Nuns of 
Zwiefalten were in 
correspondence 
with Hildegard.










Made by Guda 
– Lay sister 
from unknown 
convent in Rhein 
region



















Made for a 




herself as a 
woman. Rhymed 
couplets in 

















Made at St Albans 
and later given to 
Christina















Judith and later 
donated by her 
to Weingarten in 
c. 1095. See also 












Made by a nun of 
Zwiefalten
Copied by 

















Made by a nun of 
Zwiefalten












Made by a nun of 
Zwiefalten












Made by a nun of 
Zwiefalten













Belonged to nuns 














Belonged to nuns 
of Zwiefalten
103 Stuttgart, 












Known as the 
Landgrafen 

































Rupert of Deutz CONVENT
Made by nuns of 
Lippoldsberg









Made by nuns of 
Lippoldsberg









Made by nuns of 
Lippoldsberg












Made by nuns of 
Lippoldsberg















90 Koln, Historiches 
Archiv der Stadt 
Koln,


















Belonged to nuns 
of Rupertsberg














Belonged to nuns 
of Rupertsberg
Possibly copied 














and nuns of 
Rupertsberg
Made for the 
monks of 
Hunniensis



















































with obits for 
Muri
CONVENT















nuns of Muri 
Abbey 
Known as the 
Mary Sequence 







Owned later by 
Queen Agnes 
(ca. 1281-1364), 
who had lived in 
the Cloister of 
Königsfeld 
108 Stuttgart, 












nuns of Muri 
Abbey
Likely preceeded 
a psalter also 












text of poem & 7 
illuminations
COURT
Made for Agnes 
(anna) of France
Written in 
Greek, the book 
was for a young 
French Bride. 
Richly illustrated. 
Debated dating to 
14th c.
















Dedicated to her 
before her death 















c. 1200 Psalter CONVENT
Made for use of 




written in Old 
German on how 
to use images for 
devotion, such as 
the cross or an 
image of Jesus. 
Only 1 illustration 
in the psalter



























Made for Judith  
of Flanders (c. 
1030–1095) 




Briefly owned by 
Empress Agnes 
when she visited 
Montecassino














115 Cividale del 
Friuli, Municipal 
Museum,




















Gertrude) in 11th 
c. (1078–1086)

















Known as the 
Elisabeth Psalter







to nuns of 
Monastery of 
Santa Maria at 
Pontetetto
Copied by Abbess 
Humbrina














Originally made for 
a nun from Acre. 
Given to Isabelle 

















transl. of Latin 








Lat. 238 1210 Psalter; Epitre 






Psalter in Latin 
with a vernacular 
French liturgical 
piece with 
neumes. Given as 
































Prayers in German 











Made for nuns 
of Ronceray
4 poems to the 
nuns of Ronceray 
































of Barking and 
sister of Becket
Commissioned by 
Marie of Barking. 



















Written in French 
and Latin. Copy 
of Laurette Psalter 
Commentary 
























Written by Herbert 


























130 Chantilly, Musée 
Conde,
 9 / 
olim 
1695
c. 1190 Psalter COURT
Made for Queen 
Ingeborg
Made for Ingeborg 
while she was 
imprisoned. 
Produced in 
France, likely by 













Made for the 
noblewoman, 
Alaidis/Alaidais
Known as the St. 
Fuscien Psalter. 
Prayer forms are 
female. Made 
for noblewoman. 












sermon to the 
Paraclete
CONVENT







Guta. She copied 
the text, and 















Made by Herrad 
of Hohenburg 






  802 c. 1141 Our Institutions CONVENT
Belonged to 
nuns of the 
Paraclete





 104 c. 1150 Prayerbook CONVENT
Made for a nun 
from the Rhine 
region
Written by Herbert 
le Duc, de Damatin







135 London, British 
Library,







Made for Queen 
Emma














Written in French 
by Benoit de 
Sainte-Maure










































her husband as 
a gift 










the A/N La 
Vie du pap 
seint Grégoire; 
followed by a 
final miracle 
bearing its own 
title, “de l’abesse 
enceinte par la 
dame deliveree”
CONVENT




Maud of Barking 
Abbey. Made by 
Adgar.









(part 1) including 
a metrical treatise 
on the vocation of 
a nun











same artist as the 
Gospels of Henry 
the Lion
2 Lunaria; Prognostics; Calendar with necrology; Computus material (‘Winchester 
Computus’); Ælfric, De temporibus anni ; Alphabet with OE sentences; The Passion 
according to St. John chs, xviii–xix; Devotions to the Holy Cross; Offices of the Trinity, 
the Holy Cross, the Virgin; Private prayers; Directions for private devotions; Note in 
cryptography; Notes on the names of the Seven Sleepers, on the age of the Virgin, 
the Ages of the World, the length of Christ’s body, on the rainbow; Somniale Danielis; 



















Abbess Emma or 
Queen Adeliza
Shaftesbury 
Psalter. images of 
a women in prayer 
















Made by nuns of 
Munsterbilzen, 
Limburg (OSB) 
Abbey of St Amor 
Eight names of 

















de Astronomia (fol. 
1r–33v); Boudri 
de Bourgueil, De 
tribus mundi…; 










The monk Baudri 
composed poems 
and corresponded 
with a number 
of women in the 













Richard of St 
Victor, Allegories
CONVENT





Abbess. Made by 
Robert Bedford. 
Inscribed on fol. 
197r that it was 






















by a monk from 
New Minster. 
Later belonged 
to nun from 
Nunnaminster
Owned by nun in 
12th c. Annotated 
by woman, with 
signature


















for St. Thomas 
Becket
CONVENT
Belonged to  













Bilingual Rule of 
St Benedict in



















Possibly made at 
Nunnaminster













































Made by the 
























tion of the Rule 
of St Benedict; 
account known 








made for nuns as 
readers. 





















Made for or 
made by Abbess 
Svanhild 
and nun Birgid 
of Essen Abbey
Dedication image 
on fol. 17r. May 
have been made 
in-house at Essen. 
Gold binding 
























Later given to her 
daughter, empress 
Matilda; Written 
























Life of St 
Katherine Life of 
St Margaret
Life of St Juliana
Sawles Warde
CONVENT

























Described as her 
favorite book in an 
inscription from 
12th c. about the 
miracle recovery 







c. 1100 Carmende 
Virginitate
CONVENT
Nuns of Barking 
Abbey
Image of St 
Aldheim and the 
Nuns of Barking 





























Made for the nun 
Rainild
Dedicatedto her, 















(OSB) by the early 
13th c.











c. 1175 Psalter; Feminine 

































Ekkehard of Aura 
(OSB). Includes 
an image of her 
wedding feast, 
fol. 95. Probably 
taken by Matilda 




Biblioteca de la 
Universidad, 
















General de la 
Universidad de 
Salamanca,
 2668 1059 Prayerbook COURT
Made for Queen 
Sancha. Later 














Made for Queen 
Sancha
Commissioned by 
Sancha. Made by 
Facundus.
169 San Lorenzo de 
El Escorial, Real 
Biblioteca El 
Escorial,
& I.3 1050 Isidore, 
Etymologies
COURT











Belonged to the 
Cistercian nuns 
of Santa Maria 
de Valbona de 
les Monges, c. 
1157
Possibly copied 















Belonged to the 
Cistercian nuns 
of Santa Maria de 
Valbona de les 
Monges
Possibly copied by 
nuns from Valbona







Belonged to the 
Cistercian nuns 
of Santa Maria de 
Valbona de les 
Monges
Possibly copied by 
nuns from Valbona







Belonged to the 
Cistercian nuns 
of Santa Maria de 
Valbona de les 
Monges
Possibly copied by 
nuns from Valbona







Belonged to the 
Cistercian nuns 
of Santa Maria de 
Valbona de les 
Monges






W. 10 c. 1160 Psalter COURT
Made for a 
female relative of 
Henry the Lion 
Possibly made at 
Helmarhausen for 
Henry’s 1st wife, 
Clementia von 
Zahringen, or his 
daughter, Gertrude, 
or 2nd his wife, 
Matilda of Saxony. 
Manuscript size 
indicates the private 












illustrated by nuns 
and lay sisters of the 
convent. Image of 
“Claricia”, as well as 
image of nun 







177 New York, 
Pierpont Morgan 
Library,
















volume given to 
Laurette. Made 
at Tournai, BE. 
Debated dating
178 New York, 
Pierpont Morgan 
Library,








by, and then 
later donated 
to Weingarten 




179 New York, 
Pierpont Morgan 
Library,
 M. 429 c. 1220 Commentary of 
Beatus on the 
Apocalypse
COURT
Made for nuns 
of Las Huelgas
Commissioned 
by Berenguela of 
Castile
180 New York, 
Pierpont Morgan 
Library,




Made for Judith 
of Flanders
Commissioned 
by, and then 
later donated 
to Weingarten 
Abbey by Judith 
of Flanders. 
Surviving solid 
gold cover with 
repoussé plaque
181 New York, 
Pierpont Morgan 
Library,








by Matilda for 















version of Rule 







and the nuns at 
Abbey of Notre 
Dame de Saintes 
in Aquitaine
Spanish influence 










c. 1085 Book Cover (for 
Gospel Book)
COURT
Made for Queen 
Felicia of Aragon 
and Navarre





184 The Hague, 
Koninklijke 
Bibliotheek,
76 F 13 c. 1180 Psalter COURT




















Blanche of Castile. 
Later owned by 
Agnes, daughter 
of Louis IX
Made in ENG. 
Blanche of Castile 
received it from her 
uncle, and then gave 
this Psalter to her 






nr. 299 c. 1130 Gospels CONVENT
Made by the nuns 
of Munsterbilzen 
Abbey
Copied by a number 
of nuns with scribal 
abilities
187 Dendermonde, 




























































 Written by 
Engelhard of 
Langheim
Reference to the 
scribal abilities of 
Abbess Mechtild of 
Edelstetten
russia
















Made by a nun of 
Wherwell
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Samenvatting
Aan het einde van de jaren zeventig legde Joan Kelly een uitdaging neer 
bij historici die uiteindelijk doordrong in meerdere onderzoeksvelden: 
hebben vrouwen een renaissance meegemaakt? De premisse van 
Kelly’s redenering richtte zich op de afwezigheid van erkenning van 
wetenschappers over de wijze waarop de deelname van vrouwen tijdens 
historische periodes onderzocht zou moeten worden, onafhankelijk 
van die van mannen. Daarbij benadrukte Kelly dat de bijdragen van 
vrouwen apart bekeken moesten worden. 
 In deze dissertatie heb ik Kelly’s uitdaging toegepast op een periode 
die bekend staat als de twaalfde-eeuwse renaissance (ca. 1050-ca. 
1225), waarbij ik me heb gericht op de vrouwelijke bijdrage aan de 
handschriftencultuur van dit tijdperk. Het doel van dit onderzoek was 
het blootleggen van de leespatronen en -voorkeuren van vrouwen met 
een hoofse of kloosterlijke achtergrond door kritisch te kijken naar 
boeken die gemaakt werden voor en door vrouwen, alsmede naar de 
boektechnische hulpmiddelen die hun manier van lezen stuurden, zoals 
aanwezig in een dwarsdoorsnede van hun boeken. De reikwijdte en 
grenzen van het onderzoek zijn afgebakend door de twaalfde-eeuwse 
sociale status, literaire cultuur en deelname aan de geschreven traditie van 
vrouwen, waardoor het onderzoek gepositioneerd is op het raakvlak van 
vrouwenstudies, middeleeuwse geschiedenis en handschriftonderzoek.
 Deze studie toont aan dat vrouwen een actieve rol hebben gespeeld 
in de productie van manuscripten door heel West-Europa gedurende 
de twaalfde-eeuwse renaissance in de hoedanigheid van kopiist, 
patroon en lezer. Om dit standpunt te ondersteunen is een corpus van 
manuscripten onderzocht dat door vrouwelijke kopiisten is geschreven, 
waar vrouwelijke patronen opdracht toe hebben gegeven of die zijn 
ontworpen voor vrouwelijke lezers. Het bewijs dat gepresenteerd wordt 
in deze dissertatie laat zien dat vrouwen, gebruikmakend van hun edele 
of vrome status, zich bezig hielden met de verspreiding van kennis en de 
vervaardiging van manuscripten. Het ging hierbij zowel om standaard- 
als nieuwe teksten en nieuwe genres te ondersteunen, maar ook om 
werk, geschreven in de volkstalen, te bevorderen.
 Dit onderzoek heeft de primaire genres van boeken die deze vrouwen 
lazen, de manier waarop ze hun boeken verzamelden en de manier 
waarop ze lazen, vastgesteld om zodoende de reikwijdte aan te tonen van 
de leesvoorkeuren van edelvrouwen en nonnen tijdens deze periode. 
De resultaten tonen aan dat zowel hoofse als kloosterlijke vrouwen niet 
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alleen religieuze teksten lazen, maar ook boeken over geschiedenis en 
dichtkunst. Hoewel vrouwen uit beide milieus boeken lazen die zich 
richtten op religieuze toewijding, is hun uiteenlopende leesvoorkeur 
erg opvallend. Vrouwen aan het hof hadden een voorkeur voor het 
nieuwe romantische genre, terwijl nonnen voornamelijk preken lazen. 
Toch maakte hun achtergrond niet uit voor het gegeven dat ze actief 
boeken verzamelden die ze wilden lezen, of het nu in opdracht gegeven 
werd, geruild of gekopieerd. Om deze claim te ondersteunen heb ik aan 
de hand van manuscripten aangetoond dat vrouwen direct betrokken 
waren bij hun boeken, bijvoorbeeld door in te gaan op portretten, 
colofons, opdrachten, vrouwelijke vervoegingen van het Latijn, of door 
andere fysieke kenmerken zoals decoraties. Deze voorbeelden tonen aan 
dat vrouwen hun boeken personaliseerden en verlangden om te worden 
herinnerd door hun bijdrage aan de boekcultuur. Hoofse vrouwen lazen 
zowel Latijn als in hun moedertaal. Ze vergaarden boeken die ze wilden 
lezen met name door als patroon op te treden, gebruikmakend van hun 
sociaaleconomische status om een bijdrage te leveren aan de productie 
van boeken, vaak resulterend in rijkelijk versierde handschriften. Boeken 
gemaakt voor hoofse vrouwen tonen aan dat zij betrokken waren bij het 
vormgeven van hun eigen leeservaring.
 Verder toont dit onderzoek aan dat nonnen naast het lezen 
van religieuze boeken interesse deelden met hoofse vrouwen in 
geschiedkundige werken en gedichten. Deze overeenkomst is belangrijk 
om inzicht te krijgen in de manier waarop teksten werden overgedragen 
tijdens deze periode. Het maakt immers zichtbaar dat zowel hoofse als 
kloosterlijke vrouwen zich ervan bewust waren dat boeken niet alleen 
nuttig waren voor religieuze doeleinden, maar ook voor educatieve 
functies en als nalatenschap. Nonnen verzamelden boeken die zij als 
waardevol bestempelden door opdracht te geven voor vervaardiging, of 
ruil; in sommige gevallen produceerden ze hun eigen boeken om ze aan 
hun kloosterbibliotheek toe te voegen. Hun rol in de boekproductie, als 
opdrachtgeefster of kopiist, versterkt de veronderstelling dat vrouwen 
een actieve rol hebben gespeeld in de handschriftentraditie van het 
tijdperk. Vrouwelijke bijdragen bestonden verder uit werk als auteur 
en kopiist. Dit bevestigt verder een vrouwelijke schriftelijke cultuur 
die actief bijdroeg aan de fysieke creatie van de boeken die ze wilden 
lezen. Het merendeel van de scriptoria was te vinden in middeleeuws 
Duitsland, maar er waren ook schrijfcentra in Engeland en de Lage 
Landen waarbij de kopiisten nonnen, kanonessen of lekenzusters waren. 
 De twaalfde eeuw wordt gezien als een periode die de basis heeft gelegd 
voor diverse soorten vernieuwingen in de manier waarop een pagina 
werd gepresenteerd. Deze innovaties hielpen de lezer te navigeren door 
het fysieke manuscript met behulp van afbeeldingen, inhoudsopgaven, 
koppen en titels. Deze dissertatie laat ook zien dat vrouwen het gewend 
waren om de gangbare hulpmiddelen te gebruiken. Hun interactie 
met het fysieke object, zoals wordt aangetoond, levert een waardevolle 
bijdrage aan ons inzicht in de manier waarop zij hun boeken lazen. 
De constatering dat zowel edelvrouwen als nonnen vertrouwdheid met 
de leeshulpmiddelen hadden, veronderstelt een selectieve manier van 
lezen (in plaats van de hele tekst achter elkaar) door vrouwen uit de 
twaalfde eeuw. Deze constatering nodigt uit tot verder onderzoek.
 De uitkomsten van dit onderzoek ondersteunen mijn antwoord op 
Kelly’s uitdaging: vrouwen in een hoofse of kloosterlijke omgeving 
speelden een actieve rol in hun leespatronen en -voorkeuren; 
als opdrachtgever, lezer, samensteller, kopiist of decorateur van 
manuscripten. Het is kortom een rol die de vrouwelijke deelname aan 
de twaalfde-eeuwse renaissance bevestigt.
 De bijlage van deze dissertatie brengt verloren gegane en nog 
bestaande boeken samen die eigendom waren van en gebruikt werden 
door vrouwen tijdens de twaalfde-eeuwse renaissance. Het grote aantal 
handschriften in deze appendix, meer dan 150, toont de substantiële 
omvang aan van de vrouwelijke bijdrage aan de boekproductie 
gedurende die twaalfde eeuw.
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